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ABSTRACT 
The subject of this dissertation is the biblical Cherubim.  The Cherubim are 
mentioned in a fairly small number of texts in the Hebrew Bible; nevertheless, they are 
described in quite diverse ways. For instance, one distinctive feature is their outward 
appearance, which is portrayed in radically different ways in several books of the Bible. 
Do these distinctions merely reflect the varied views of the biblical authors, or, from the 
perspective of the entire biblical canon, does this variety and mutability reveal an 
essential feature of their nature? My hypothesis is that there is, in fact, a certain nucleus 
of biblical notions about the Cherubim. I demonstrate that, although various biblical 
writers represent the specific characteristics of the outward appearances of the Cherubim 
in their own ways, these differences testify, essentially, to the dynamic, changeable 
nature of the Cherubim.  By employing the canon of texts collected in the Biblia Hebraica 
Stuttgartensia, this dissertation argues that changeability is, in fact, the central biblical 
image of the Cherubim.   
  vii 
The critical method employed in this work is canonical criticism developed by 
Brevard Childs.  To illustrate a canonical approach in action, I look at the different 
biblical appearances of the Cherubim, drawing both positive and negative inferences 
about the function, role, and nature of these creatures as understood by individual biblical 
writers in conversation with their larger cultural, religious, and literary contexts. At the 
same time, I compare and contrast these specific instances against the background of the 
entirety and variety of biblical appearances. 
If one connects these depictions of the Cherubim with other biblical accounts, the 
following conclusions can be reached. First of all, the Cherubim appear as agents and 
therefore are real creatures. Second, the apparent changeability of their countenance 
indicates that they are spiritual creatures. Third, they possess a great degree of perfection; 
they are in direct proximity to God’s glory and, consequently, are somehow involved in 
it. On the basis of these traits, the Hebrew Bible views the Cherubim as a special class, as 
angels sui generis.  
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INTRODUCTION 
Two aspects of the study of biblical Cherubim are fascinating. The first is the 
mysteriousness of the object of study itself, the challenge of struggling in a scholarly 
manner with texts about angelic figures. The second is the multiplicity of ways in which 
the Cherubim appear in the Bible, which seems to draw the reader and researcher, as it 
were, into a maze of discrepant, contradictory descriptions of allegedly one and the same 
being. The Cherubim appear in accounts of creation, in plastic arts, in poetry and in 
prophetic visions, and across these accounts they do so in ways that readily surpass our 
notions of what may be perceived as a single entity. The student of the Cherubim must 
first become aware of the sources and causes of their diverse descriptions, descriptions 
that at times seem to contradict one another. Then, one must labor to understand, if 
possible, the inner logic of the cherubic presence in biblical literature: why they are found 
there, what they symbolize, what they express and, most importantly, what their common 
principle is—if there is one—on account of which the Hebrew Bible presents them just as 
it does. 
 
1. The Problem and Its Setting 
The Cherubim are mentioned in a fairly small number of texts in the Hebrew 
Bible; nevertheless, they are described in quite diverse ways.1 These two basic facts 
                                                
1 Gen 3:24; Exod 25:18–20, 22; 26:1, 31; 36:8, 35; 37:7–9; Num 7:89; 1 Sam 4:4; 2 Sam 6:2; 
22:11; 1 Kgs 6:23–29, 32, 35; 7:29, 36; 8:6–7; 2 Kgs 19:15; 1 Chr 13:6; 28:18; 2 Chr 3:7, 10–14; 2 Chr 
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present the main difficulty, or one of the main difficulties, in working on the cherubic 
theme: how to understand altogether the few, highly diverse accounts. Difficulties arise 
even in attempting to classify the Cherubim according to one or another category of 
beings. The Cherubim are angels, םיִכאְָלַמ (mal’āḵîm),2 with regard to their service as 
organs of Yahweh’s activity in the world and in history, yet they are never designated by 
this generic angelic title. Rather, they are identified as angels of a special class. 
According to the composite biblical conception, these creatures belong to the heavenly 
host whose members are called, according to their varied natures, םי ִ֔הלֱֹא (’ĕlōhîm),3 ־ֵינְב
םיִהלֱֹא (ḇəәnê-’ĕlōhîm),4 תוֹחוּר (rūḥōwṯ),5 and םיִֹשׁדְק (qəәḏōšîm). Numerous differences set 
                                                                                                                                            
5:7–8; Ezra 2:59; Neh 7:61; Pss 18:10; 80:1; 99:1; Ezek 9:3; 10:1–4, 6–9, 14–16, 18–20; 11:22; 28:14, 16; 
41:18, 20, 25. 
2 A polysemantic term in the plural with a comprehensive spectrum of meanings related to 
messengers bearing somebody else’s message.  “These messengers appear in both the human and divine 
spheres, though the difference seems to be more spatial than metaphysical; i.e., divine messengers are those 
sent by God from his heavenly abode, while human messengers are sent by earthly chieftains. The M. does 
not report his own message” (David Noel Freedman and B. E. Willoughby, “mal’āḵ,” in G. Johannes 
Botterweck et al., eds., TDOT, vol. 8 [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997], 309). For our contextual purposes, 
the notion bears a generic designation of a divine envoy, “a messenger of God … whose message originates 
from and who is sent by God” (ibid., 315).  
3 This crucial and multi-layered concept is attested in numerous contexts and accounts. It has 
parallels in Egypt, Sumer, Babylon, Assyria, as well as amidst the Western Semites. Ringgren notes that 
“the OT uses three different words for “God,” viz., ‘el, ‘eloah, and ‘elohim. In general these words are 
interchangeable” (Helmer Ringgren, “’ĕlōhîm,” in TDOT, vol. 1 [1974], 272). The exact definition, though, 
is difficult to attain and is, perhaps, best understood in an antithetical context: “where it is denied that a 
creature is a god. … the same contrast which stands between God and man also stands between spirit and 
flesh. …The context shows that what is the power and strength of God and the defenselessness of human 
enemies” (ibid., 273-4).  
4 The generic designation of the first component of the concept is “sons” in the plural. Egypt, 
Mesopotamia, and Ugarit have a similar range of meanings and usage for the notion of “son.” “In the OT, 
ben and bar are used extensively to express family and hereditary relationships. Furthermore, when an 
intimate relationship between two persons or some connection between two things continually exists, this is 
frequently described in terms of the father-son relationship. …ben can be used to convey the idea that a 
person belongs to a people or to a tribe. …and is not to be understood to imply that the OT authors intended 
to place emphasis on one specific ancestor of the people” (H. Haag, Jan Bergman, and Helmer Ringgren, 
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them apart from a generic angelic type, as is reflected in the vocabulary of biblical texts, 
the kinds of entourages that accompany them, and the types of their apparitions in the 
Bible. One of the main tasks, therefore, is elucidating their place in the ontology of the 
cosmos, of their role in the divine oikoumene.  
We need to understand what factors are responsible for the diversity of 
descriptions in the biblical accounts. For instance, one distinctive feature is their outward 
appearance, which is described in radically different ways in different books of the Bible. 
Do these differences merely reflect the varied views of the biblical authors or, from the 
perspective of the entire biblical canon, does this variety and mutability reveal an 
essential feature of their nature? My hypothesis is that there is, in fact, a certain nucleus 
of biblical notions about the Cherubim, especially when viewed from the perspective of 
the Hebrew canon as a whole. I have in mind primarily the canon of texts collected in the 
Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia, the edition of the Masoretic text of the Hebrew Bible 
preserved in the Leningrad Codex, which is the oldest of the intact copies of Tanakh 
(dated 1008 CE). I intend to demonstrate that, although various biblical writers represent 
the specific characteristics of the outward appearances of the Cherubim differently, these 
                                                                                                                                            
“bēn,” in TDOT, vol. 2 [1975], 150). The expression “sons of God” and similar ones (such as “sons of 
gods” or “a son of the gods”) stand “in connection with the ancient Near Eastern ideas concerning the 
assembly of the divine or heavenly beings” (ibid., 157).  
5 A highly polysemantic word with a range of meanings in the singular such as “breath,” wind,” 
“spirit,” “life.” What is of greater concern for our contextual purposes is the lexical field in which 
“linguistically and conceptually … the ancient Israelites were in a position to differentiate between 
individual persons and their constituent elements, as well as between the inward spiritual core of a person 
and the various outward manifestations of that person’s life. A person’s spirit or life, accordingly, could be 
seen as something transcending corporeality. In its consistent view that ruah is God’s special gift, the OT 
refers to this transcendent character” (H.-J. Fabry, “rûah,” in TDOT, vol. 13 [2004], 379).  
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differences testify, essentially, to the dynamic, changeable nature of the Cherubim 
themselves. That is, the outward differences point to an overall dynamism in the outward 
aspect of their being. Employing primarily the canon of texts collected in the Biblia 
Hebraica Stuttgartensia, this dissertation argues that changeability is, in fact, the central 
biblical image of the Cherubim. 
 
2. Literature Review 
To summarize this study, the scope of its research, and its contribution to 
scholarship in the field, I situate the study among present literature on the Cherubim 
while attempting to specify its main distinctions from that scholarship. This study 
addresses, within the framework of canonical criticism, a specific range of problems 
concerning the characteristic traits of the Cherubim as presented in the biblical texts. This 
range differs from the range of the main branches of contemporary scholarship. Within 
the realm of Cherubim-centered and Cherubim-oriented scholarship, three major trends 
seem to prevail: first, a movement concerned with archeological findings and establishing 
connections between the Cherubim and parallel Near Eastern creatures; second, biblical-
theological scholarship concentrating on angelology in general, and the place of the 
Cherubim within that hierarchy in particular; and third, an Ezekilian branch of 
scholarship—the book of Ezekiel contains a significant amount of cherubic material—
which interprets the Cherubim through a psychoanalytic lens and focuses on the prophet 
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Ezekiel’s purportedly abnormal personality. I will expound in some detail upon each of 
these three major branches. 
 
A. Near Eastern Parallels and Archeological Connections 
A significant portion of scholarly literature concentrates on the pre-biblical 
origins of the Cherubim and on connections between the biblical conceptions and Near 
Eastern mythology. Such is the classical view of the Albright school based on 
archeological and textual findings. The following assumption, articulated by William 
Albright, is representative: “Since the veil of the Tabernacle was decorated with 
embroidered Cherubim, and the walls and the religious objects of Solomon’s Temple 
lavishly adorned with them, we ought to be able to identify them in contemporary Syro-
Palestinian art.”6 Since the biblical account of the Ark of the Covenant presents the 
Cherubim with wings, the search here is constrained to winged creatures. Study of all 
known representations of animals and hybrid (or partly animal) creatures reveals the 
winged sphinx—a winged lion with a human head—as identifying most closely with the 
Cherubim. A wingless sphinx and griffin appear in Egypt, while in Babylonia and 
Assyria a winged bull with a human head prevails. But in Syria and Palestine, the winged 
sphinx is dominant in art and religious symbolism.  
The God of Israel is often designated as “He who sits (on) the Cherubim” (1 Sam 
4:4, etc.). The conception underlying this designation is illustrated, in this line of 
                                                
6 William Albright, “What were the Cherubim?” Biblical Archaeologist 1, no. 1 (1938): 2. 
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research, by numerous representations of a king seated upon a throne supported on each 
side by Cherubim, found in such locales as Byblus, Hamath and Megiddo, and dating 
from between 1200 and 800 BCE. In addition, pottery incense altars found at Taanach 
and Megiddo offer archaeological parallels to the wheeled lavers or bases of Solomon’s 
Temple, which according to 1 Kgs 7:36 were decorated with lions and Cherubs: “On the 
surfaces of its stays and on its borders he carved Cherubim, lions and palm trees, where 
each had space, with wreaths all around.” Based upon these types of pragmatic, 
archeological and historiographic findings, the primary function of the Cherubim is seen 
as illustrated by two biblical phrases. The first is a very ancient hymn which occurs twice 
in the Bible: “And He rode upon a cherub and did fly” (2 Sam 22:11; Ps 18:10). The 
second is Ezek 10:20: “These were the living creatures that I saw underneath the God of 
Israel by the river Chebar; and I knew that they were Cherubim.” The conception of the 
deity as standing or enthroned upon an animal or hybrid creature was exceedingly 
common in the ancient Near East, but it was most common in Syria and Northern 
Mesopotamia between 2000 and 700 BCE.7 On the basis of archeological data, these 
parallels help us to understand why, in Israelite symbolism, the invisible Glory of 
Yahweh was conceived as enthroned upon golden Cherubim or standing on a golden bull. 
 
                                                
7 In Babylonia, the figure of a deity was replaced in certain cases by a winged shrine, and later by 
a lightning strike.  
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B. Theology of Angelology or the Cherubim in Angelic Hierarchy 
Another portion of contemporary research concentrates on the theology of 
angelology, with three cherubic themes at the fore: the position of the Cherubim within 
the angelic hierarchy, the particular functions of the Cherubim, and the symbolic and 
allegorical interpretation of episodes in which Cherubim are present. This line of research 
is represented by works such as William Heidt’s Angelology of the Old Testament: A 
Study in Biblical Theology and Friedrich Reiterer, Tobias Nicklas and Karin Schöpflin’s 
Angels: The Concept of Celestial Beings—Origins, Development and Reception.8 These 
studies focus on the interpretation of the angelic orders and the overall rank of the 
Cherubim, both within the Bible and within Jewish and Christian interpretive traditions. 
Such studies seek to consider thoroughly and exhaustively every text from the viewpoints 
of text criticism, philology, theology, and historical criticism. In terms of subject matter, 
the studies encompass a broad array of subjects, from angelic nomenclature, to the duties 
of angels at the heavenly court, to the “chronology” of the angels’ creation, to their 
creation per se, to their nature and manner of appearance, to their number and ranks, to 
their holiness. This angelology also gives close consideration to how angels relate to and 
function within the human realm. In this regard, angels are found to be bearers of 
messages from Yahweh to man, personal helpers, national guardians, exegetes, mediators 
                                                
8 See William G. Heidt, Angelology of the Old Testament: A Study in Biblical Theology 
(Washington, DC: Catholic University of America Press, 1949); Friedrich Vinzenz Reiterer, Tobias 
Nicklas, and Karin Schöpflin, Angels: the Concept of Celestial Beings—Origins, Development and 
Reception (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2007). 
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and chastisers. Finally, various special problems are considered, such as the specific 
characteristics of postexilic angelology, or the ךְָאְלַמ (mal’āḵ) Yahweh problem, with its 
identity, Logos, representation and interpolation theories. 
In other words, the object of this branch of angelic scholarship is to provide a 
systematic exposition of the Hebrew Bible’s teaching about angels. This objective should 
not be confused with dogmatic theology, for the angelic material is not seen as standing 
out as an independent object of revelation; rather, the material is treated as it occurs 
within the flow of events. The angelic corpus in the Hebrew Bible forms a beautiful and 
majestic whole, yet a whole composed precisely of tiny and variegated particles. The 
particles are dispersed on the one hand across intervals of time, and on the other across 
widely variegated subject matter—including stories, prophetic visions, facts, liturgical 
precepts, and so forth. Therefore, in order to exhaust the subject, a scholarly exposition of 
biblical angelology must present a full historical account of the origins and gradual 
development of this material throughout the entire period of history encompassed within 
the Hebrew Bible. Such an approach belongs to biblical theology, again as opposed to 
systematic or dogmatic theology, inasmuch as the former seeks to present a “historical-
genetic” exposition of the subject matter of biblical books. 
Moving from the overall philosophy of angelology to consideration of a few 
specifics in Cherubology or Cherubimology, this research and scholarship proceeds in a 
similar fashion, focusing upon the place, nature and function of the Cherubim.  Not 
counting immediate repetitions, thirteen incontrovertible passages mention angels in the 
Pentateuch. None occur in Joshua, Judges, or Ruth. The books of Samuel then again 
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contain frequent mention of angels, often with recurring phrase, “Yahweh, sitting upon 
the Cherubim,” or in comparing the immanent qualities of angels (such as in 1 Sam 29:9; 
2 Sam 14:17, 20; 19:28). After the books of Samuel, periodic mention of the angels 
continues. 
Next, some studies consider the question of the hierarchy of angelic beings. 
Curiously, one finds a conspicuous absence of mention of rank among the angels in pre-
exilic biblical literature, assuming that Tobias is exilic or post-exilic. The first indication 
of rank occurs in Tobias 12:15: “I am Raphael, one of the seven angels who stand ready 
and enter before the glory of the Lord.” This distinction becomes more evident in Daniel. 
The first six chapters of Zechariah have also been offered as proof of hierarchy as a post-
exilic development.9 A number of questions and interpretations arise from this line of 
inquiry. 
Last, in addition to the emergence of an angelic hierarchy, scholars have called 
attention to other ways in which the Cherubim stand out from other angels in the Bible. 
For instance, it is noted that they are the first angels to greet the reader of the Bible, in the 
placement of a Cherub in the Garden of Eden. Heidt sees in this initial reference an 
indication of their principal function: “The function of the angel placed there was that 
proper to the Cherubim: keeping vigil near sacred places or holy things, ‘and he placed at 
the east of the Garden of Eden the Cherubim.’ Their duty there was, relatively speaking, 
                                                
9 Heidt, Angelology of the Old Testament, 110.  
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the same as later in the tabernacle and in the temple.”10 As it has been surmised by Heidt, 
therefore, the main function of the Cherubim is tutelary, be it the border of the sacred 
world with the earthly realm, portable Tabernacle, or the Temple. 
 
C. The Cherubim in the Context of Ezekiel’s Abnormal Personality 
Another line of scholarship was advanced by Edwin Broome and his fundamental 
work. This branch of scholarship is dedicated to the study of descriptions of the 
Cherubim in connection with Karl Jung’s archetypes.11 A significant chunk of cherubic 
material is contained in the book of Ezekiel, and a significant body of scholarship 
revolves around a hypothesis regarding Ezekiel’s presentation. According to this view, 
the fact that Cherubim change both their gender and their faces in Chapter 10 provides 
evidence of the abnormality of Ezekiel himself. In Chapter 1, Ezekiel presents four-faced 
creatures, with one human face and three animal faces. Later, the Cherubim face 
displaces one of the animal faces, and this change of detail is seen to be thoroughly 
characteristic of the disorganized state of a paranoid mind.12 
This scholarly trend began in 1946 with an article by Edwin Broome, who argued 
that the only way to make sense of some difficult passages in Ezekiel was to view them 
                                                
10 Ibid., 64.  
11 The representative works are noted in the literature review section of the thesis, as well as 
reflected in the bibliography. 
12 See Edwin C. Broome, “Ezekiel’s Abnormal Personality,” Journal of Biblical Literature 65 
(1946): 277. 
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as indicative of the author’s mental illness. Broome concluded, from a psychoanalytic 
perspective, that the prophet Ezekiel demonstrated behavioral abnormalities consistent 
with paranoid schizophrenia. Ellen Davis later added that Ezekiel exhibits “symptoms of 
catatonia, alalia, delusions of persecution and grandeur, narcissistic masochism, sexual 
regression and gender confusion, and psychotic withdrawal.”13 A few years after Davis, 
David Halperin wrote a book defending Broome’s theory, arguing that some features in 
Ezekiel could be understood more clearly when viewed from the perspective of mental 
abnormality.14 While agreeing with Broome’s psychoanalytic approach, Halperin gave 
Ezekiel a different diagnosis. He argued that Ezekiel suffered from post-traumatic stress 
disorder, resulting from sexual victimization by an adult male figure in Ezekiel’s 
childhood. Further, Halperin writes, Ezekiel believed that his mother took part in this 
sexual victimization. Common reactions to such a trauma, say Dena Rosenbloom and 
Mary Beth Williams, may register at mental, emotional and behavioral levels.15 Not all of 
these reactions will manifest in a single individual, nor are they all evident in Ezekiel. 
But ample passages exist in which Ezekiel reflects one or more of these reactions. The 
diagnosis of mental abnormality is often cumulative, which seems to be the case with the 
evidence in Ezekiel. Yet the diagnosis is perhaps most firmly rooted in one crucial 
                                                
13 Ellen F. Davis, Swallowing the Scroll: Textuality and the Dynamics of Discourse in Ezekiel’s 
Prophecy (Sheffield: Almond Press, 1989), 66. 
14 See David Halperin, Seeking Ezekiel: Text and Psychology (University Park, PA: Pennsylvania 
State University Press, 1993). 
15 See Dena Rosenbloom and Mary Beth Williams, Life After Trauma: A Workbook for Healing 
(New York: Guilford Press, 1999), 14-17. 
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feature of his condition. Broom notes: “His ‘cataleptic’ states have been viewed with 
suspicion, and the feeling of ‘something unusual’ has persisted.”16 Curt Kuhl adds: “He 
was a cataleptic, and so Ezekiel has been pictured as actually being abnormal and 
pathological.”17 
Thus within this popular branch of archetypal studies of Ezekiel, the prophet’s 
visions and symbolic acts are interpreted as clinical, rather than literary, phenomena. It 
should be said that most biblical scholars, for a variety of reasons (most of them quite 
obvious) disregard these psycho-traumatic interpretations of Ezekiel. Nonetheless, 
perhaps something in the book itself elicits trendy interpretations; for there is something 
profoundly strange and even disturbing about both the book and the personality of the 
prophet.  
As such, Nancy Bowen says that psychology might perhaps offer some valuable 
insights for understanding Ezekiel.18 Bowen sees a manifest example of the prophet’s 
mental disorder in “the convoluted syntax or even lack of syntax in the Hebrew, obscured 
in translation.”19 Some verses, for instance, simply lack verbs. Ezekiel 10:8 reads, 
literally: “and the hands of a human beneath their wings by their four sides and their faces 
and their wings to four of them.” In addition, there is a notoriously inconsistent use of 
                                                
16 Broome, “Ezekiel’s Abnormal Personality”, 277.  
17 Curt Kuhl, Prophets of Israel, trans. Rudolf J. Ehrlich and J. P. Smith (Richmond: John Knox 
Press, 1960), 123. 
18 Nancy R. Bowen, Ezekiel, Abingdon Old Testament Commentary (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 
2010), xv. 
19 Bowen, Ezekiel, xv. 
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masculine and feminine endings. Hebrew is a gendered language and pronouns must 
agree with their antecedents in both gender (masculine or feminine) and number (singular 
or plural). But not here. Verse 10 offers an example: “As for the likeness of their [masc.] 
faces, the face of a human [designating either or both sexes] and the face of a lion to the 
right to the four of them [masc.] and the face of an ox from the left side of the four of 
them [fem.] and the face of an eagle to the four of them [fem.].”20 
Bowen further discerns a post-trauma personality in the bizarreness of the 
prophet’s vision itself. Speaking particularly of the Cherubim, she evaluates his 
complicated textual picture as evidence of a blurred mind. Her vision of Ezekiel’s vision 
could be, well, visualized as follows: there are four living creatures that look partially 
human, yet each has four faces, and also four wings, which are somehow touching one 
another. Each walks straight, with some kind of glowing fire in/around/among them, and 
with a wheel also beside them (or are they on the wheel?). Within the wheel is another 
wheel (or is it the same wheel?), and its rim is full of eyes (are there four wheels or only 
one?). When the creatures move, so do the wheels. There is a firmament above them, and 
the appearance of another brightly gleaming human-like being. The wings of the living 
creature – which spread out, touch one another, and cover the creatures’ bodies—evoke 
the Seraphim in Isaiah’s vision and also the winged Cherubim associated, variously, with 
the Ark of the Covenant, Yahweh’s throne, Yahweh’s chariot, and the guardian of the 
Garden of Eden. Yet only in 10:1 does the word Cherubim appear. It is not used 
                                                
20 Bowen, Ezekiel, 3. Author’s translation. 
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otherwise, not even to indicate that Ezekiel saw “something like” Cherubim.21 Thus, from 
the viewpoint of this school’s adherents, the description of the Cherubim in Ezekiel’s 
vision testifies not about the objective image of the Cherubim, but rather about the mental 
illness of the prophet. 
 
D. Conclusion 
Though there is a sixty-year history of this kind of psychological reading of 
Ezekiel, studying ties between the Cherubim and Jung’s archetypes is beyond the scope 
of my research. Psychiatric interpretations of the book of Ezekiel tend to eliminate the 
possibility of finding therein informative content about the Cherubim, since it is dubious 
that a case of psychiatric abnormality could serve as a useful source of information. Yet I 
believe that the book of Ezekiel contains a plethora of valuable data. I also deal little with 
the question of origins and not at all with hierarchical questions of angelology. Instead, I 
concentrate on finding and exposing characteristic traits from the biblical descriptions. 
The main feature exposed as a result – the immanent changeability of the nature of the 
Cherubim – is, as far as I am aware, not previously denoted in contemporary scholarship. 
By taking this thematic focus, approaching it from a literary standpoint, and approaching 
it under the aegis of canonical criticism, I believe that this study makes a well-rounded 
and fresh contribution to scholarship in the field. 
 
                                                
21 Bowen, Ezekiel, 4.  
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3. Methodology 
Much may be said about the methodological framework of and approach to this 
research. Traditionally, one finds two approaches to explain the lack of compositional 
unity within a biblical text or across multiple texts pertaining to a single subject. The first 
solution comes from the ancient rabbis, who always assumed a seamless unity. When 
inconsistencies would arise, they would inject filling stories; for example, the account of 
Hagar carrying Ishmael on her shoulders in exile when he was already a teenager was 
excused by a midrash that Sarah put an evil eye on Ishmael when he was a baby, 
precluding him from gaining weight. The second solution is to see in inconsistencies 
evidence of different sources—for the example cited, source P for Gen 17, source E for 
Gen 21. This second approach, of course, assumes no unity.  
As a scholar, Brevard Childs dealt creatively with both approaches. Recognizing 
the existence of different sources, he nonetheless assumed an overarching compositional, 
semantic, and theological unity of the Hebrew Bible, brought about not by single 
authorship but by the theological integrity of the texts. According to Childs, this 
variegated “intertextuality reveals how the editors conceived of their task as forming a 
chorus of different voices and fresh interpretations, but all addressing in different ways 
and in different ages a part of the selfsame, truthful witness to God’s salvific purpose for 
his people.”22 In this approach, historical-redaction methodology is not compromised by 
                                                
22 Brevard S. Childs, “An Interview with Brevard S. Childs (1923 – 2007),” in Essential Readings 
for Scholars in Religion (Westminster: Westminster Jon Knox Press, 2000), http://www.philosophy-
religion.org/bible/childs-interview.htm (accessed May 15, 2013). 
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midrashic seaming stories, that is, by the post-biblical afterlife of the text. Yet neither is 
the hermeneutical task of dealing with textual inconsistencies merely resolved in the 
spirit of historical criticism, which implies historical and theological relativism. As 
Childs testifies in the same interview: 
Today there is a great abundance of commentaries, both popular and technical, and on 
every book of the Old and New Testaments. However, the change in the field is 
manifested when one sees, especially in the Old Testament, that there is little or no 
consensus on the approach to exegesis, on its goals, and on its results. Indeed, some post-
modern critics even argue that radical diversity is constitutive of all interpretation and 
that the meaning of a text lies largely in the eye of the beholder. In short, hermeneutical 
issues have moved onto center stage and each commentator is forced to decide what he or 
she understands by the interpretive task and how one goes about achieving it. As a 
consequence, in spite of a plethora of commentaries on Isaiah, tremendous confusion still 
reigns regarding virtually every serious problem or interpretation.23 
Of course, this perspective does not mean to diminish the interpretive difficulty of every 
serious problem in the Bible; rather, it presents a disagreement on matters of principle 
regarding the statutory standard of hermeneutic pluralism. Joseph Blenkinsopp in his 
Prophecy and Canon speaks highly of this critical achievement of Childs, in which the 
latter 
spoke out against the hubris of the historical-critical method with its unspoken 
supposition that the entire previous history of biblical interpretation is to be judged by its 
standards and inevitably found wanting. … Childs’ emphasis on canon as context 
provides a valuable way of integrating the historical-critical with other methods and of 
taking in the entire history of a tradition rather than just its point of origin.24 
According to Childs, canonical criticism indicates, for books and texts which have 
acquired canonical stability, a hermeneutic wherein the movement of the canon and the 
form of its books or texts serve as a lens through which each individual book may be 
                                                
23 Ibid. 
24 Joseph Blenkinsopp, Prophecy and Canon: Theology, Studies of Judaism and Christianity in 
Antiquity, no. 3 (South Bend: University of Notre Dame Press, 1986), 14–15.  
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read. “There is no one hermeneutical key for unlocking the biblical message, but the 
canon provides the arena in which the struggle for understanding takes place,” says 
Childs.25 The presence of a canonizing body, which this hermeneutical system accepts on 
principle, allows for one or more positive interpretation(s), since those responsible for 
canonizing could not have avoided—even if they wanted to—consideration of the 
essential unity or paradoxical homogeneity of the collected texts. 
This approach does not deny the possibility of researching the positions or 
opinions of writers and editors of particular biblical books. Indeed, the canonical critical 
approach makes it possible to highlight the unique and particular points of view of 
different writers as these appear boldly, as if in relief, against the backdrop of the points 
of view of other writers. Thus a canonical approach provides a framework for comparison 
of various editorial points of view. It is easier to contrast and compare the different 
outlooks of particular books against the background of a canon, which is given pride of 
place as the final arbiter of biblical meaning. 
In my choice of canon I am guided primarily by Childs’ conviction that the 
Masoretic text offers the best locus of canonical criticism. His main reason for giving 
canonical primacy to this text is that, when the canon of Hebrew scripture was 
established by the end of the first century CE, its text was relatively fixed, and a period of 
fluidity more or less came to an end. The proto-Masoretic text was but one of several 
kinds of texts which became authoritative, present day witnesses of which are the 
                                                
25 Brevard S. Childs, Old Testament Theology in a Canonical Context (Philadelphia: Fortress, 
1985), 15. 
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Septuagint, Qumran, Syriac Texts, and the Samaritan Pentateuch, but it may be 
considered superior to others for modern canonical text critics because “only this one 
historic community [the one which supported the Masoretic text] has continued through 
history as the living vehicle of the whole canon of Hebrew Scripture.”26  
Yet while following Childs in giving the Masoretic Text (MT) canonical primacy 
with regard to critical reading and interpretation, I will look at the Septuagint (LXX) as 
well. The MT, then, will have a primus inter pares status in my personal research 
framework. This decision was reached largely upon reading Emanuel Tov’s The Greek 
and Hebrew Bible, wherein Tov speaks of the Septuagint’s importance for biblical, 
intertestamental and New Testament research. This Greek canon, he says, “is the most 
important source for the recognition of Hebrew readings that differ from MT.”27 The 
LXX seems essential, therefore, for a full-blooded study. On the cul-de-sac end of this 
decision, a certain hopeless necessity, I think, would also make one choose to trace the 
LXX version. Anneli Aejmelaeus expresses this thought well in her article “What Can 
We Know about the Hebrew Vorlage of the Septuagint?”: 
The use of the Septuagint in textual criticism of the OT is essentially concerned with 
tracing the Hebrew text underlying the translation, i.e., the Vorlage of the translators, and 
comparing it with the MT. The Vorlage is thus presupposed to be somehow within our 
reach. Nevertheless, it is a text that is lost to us for good and all. The rich discoveries of 
the past decades have not brought to light any text that could be identified as the Vorlage, 
                                                
26 Brevard S. Childs, Introduction to the Old Testament as Scripture (Philadelphia: Fortress, 
1979), 97.  
27 Emanuel Tov, The Greek and Hebrew Bible: Collected Essays on the Septuagint (Leiden: Brill, 
1999), 95.  
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nor can this be expected to happen in the future. All we know about the Vorlage is thus in 
fact secondhand knowledge, and that is the problem.28 
In order to illustrate a canonical approach in action, I will look at the different 
biblical appearances of the Cherubim, drawing both positive and negative inferences 
about the function, role, and nature of these creatures as understood by individual biblical 
writers in conversation with their larger cultural, religious, and literary contexts. At the 
same time, I will compare and contrast these specific instances against the background of 
the entirety and variety of biblical appearances. 
It would perhaps be appropriate, as an illustration, to biopsy this approach, 
beginning with the Gen 3 narrative, since this is the first mention of the Cherubim in the 
canonical Bible.29 Genesis 3:22–24 reads as follows: 
Then the Lord God said, “See, the man has become like one of us, knowing good and 
evil; and now, he might reach out his hand and take also from the tree of life, and eat, and 
live forever”—therefore the Lord God sent him forth from the garden of Eden, to till the 
ground from which he was taken. He drove out the man; and at the east of the garden of 
Eden he placed the Cherubim, and a sword flaming and turning to guard the way to the 
tree of life. 
This text forms the backdrop for all subsequent discussions of Cherubim (in the 
Tabernacle, Psalms and visions). It is clear from the Genesis account that Cherubim are 
guards, not inhabitants, of Eden. Yet guarding is not their entire essence, since in other 
biblical passages there is nothing to remind us of this sentinel service. Based on Gen 3, 
                                                
28 Anneli Aejmelaeus, Trail of the Septuagint Translators: Collected Essays (Leuven: Peeters, 
1994), 77. 
29 See Lothar Ruppert, Genesis: ein kritischer und theologischer Kommentar 1 (Würzburg: Echter 
Verlag, 1992), 106–76; Horst Seebass, Genesis 1: Urgeschichte (1:1–11:26) (Neukirchen-Vluyn: 
Neukirchener, 1996), 96–142; Heinrich Krauss and Max Küchler, Erzählungen der Bibel: Das Buch 
Genesis in literarischer Perspektive; Die biblische Urgeschichte (Freibourg: Paulusverlag, 2003), 64–119. 
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the following could be said about the Cherubim: they are active and acting personal 
creatures of a special heavenly world; they have a special auxiliary or service relationship 
with regard to God; they stand in connection with the idea of divine life; they are closely 
related to God’s holiness (here the symbolism of fire accompanying the Cherubim could 
be discussed in more detail); and, as representatives or symbols of God’s glory, they 
ought to be considered as inseparably connected with that glory. 
The cherubic image next appears in the Hebrew canon in the representations of 
the Tabernacle and Temple, especially the תֶֹרפַּכ (ḵappōreṯ)30 of the Tabernacle and the 
statues mentioned in the historical books. Analysis of these texts will show the following: 
the Cherubim are heavenly companions not only of God’s punitive wrath, but also of 
God’s glory, both in the world and especially in the theocratic nation of Israel; the 
Cherubim are involved in holiness and glory; “spreading over” does not equal the 
guarding of the Ark or the Law; the Cherubim may act independent of an earthly 
theophany; and, finally, the Cherubim are creatures of the heavenly realm who stand in 
special relationship to God’s glory, and who can mediate God’s relationships with the 
world, humanity, Israel, or individuals.  
                                                
30 From the verb kipper, to cover. A sacral object, the cover, the lid, the Mercy Seat on the ark of 
covenant. The comprehensive spectrum covers such notions as “ransom,” “to redeem,” “to forgive.” In the 
Tabernacle and Temple, K. is “a sacral object made of gold …(“atonement piece”)” (Bernhard Lang, 
“kipper,” in TDOT, vol. 7 [1995], 297). Other exegetes, such as Gese and Janowski consider the critical 
feature of K. to be “neither its outward form nor its precise structural description nor its position ‘above the 
ark,’ which appears to qualify it as a ‘cover,’ but its symbolic representation of a theological reality: the 
sign marking the boundary of the transcendent realm and therefore the site of God’s condescension” (ibid., 
298).  
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If one connects these depictions of the Cherubim with the other biblical accounts, 
the following conclusions can be reached. First of all, the Cherubim appear as agents and 
therefore are real creatures. Second, the apparent changeability of their countenance 
indicates that they are spiritual creatures. Third, they possess a great degree of perfection; 
they are in direct proximity to God’s glory and, consequently, are somehow involved in 
it. On the basis of these traits, one may conclude that the Hebrew Bible views the 
Cherubim as a special class of angels, as angels sui generis. Analogously, and negatively, 
one can conclude that cherubic nature is not exclusively linked with guarding, with 
spreading over the Ark of the Covenant, with theophanies (they can act independent of 
these) or with the symbolic images in which they appear (as can be seen from the 
mutability of these images). Moreover, unlike the angels of the םיִכאְָלַמ (mal’āḵîm) type, 
the Cherubim do not appear to people with revelations of God’s will or orders, hence they 
never take on a completely human image. Standing in close relationship to the 
appearance of God’s glory and of God’s judgment of truth in the world, they appear to 
represent a primordial creation in forms accessible to the human mind, that is, in symbols 
such as fire and sword. 
 One final note about my methodology, and about methodology at large: whatever 
methodology is employed, recourse to secondary literature is a major part thereof. Every 
scholar, like every poet or writer, though in a less perceptible way, is an heir to more and 
more generations of scholars. Scholarship and research move forward, and new theories 
are tested and commonly accepted. Even though it is impractical to include the entire 
corpus of, say, “cherubic” scholarship, it is nonetheless sad that so many old—ancient, 
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nineteenth and even early twentieth century—fundamental studies are being left wholly 
aside, without being given a chance to be polemicized with. I have a special affinity with 
the past in all of its aspects, and with past biblical scholarship in particular, so in my 
research I will resort both to contemporary secondary literature and to older studies.31 
On that note, it is peculiar how the accentuation of interest in certain aspects of 
Cherubimology seems unevenly divided between younger and older scholarly 
generations. For instance, the cherubic accounts are currently covered in great detail, with 
minute meticulousness of attention to each word usage, gloss and variant, whereas the 
very appearance of these creatures and speculation about their nature were more carefully 
illumined in previous generations. Or again, while cherubic symbolism holds interest for 
both camps, the younger group draws more upon extra-biblical parallels to analogous 
creatures in Near Eastern art and etymology—in part, obviously, because of the greater 
number of archaeological discoveries—while the older group pursued a more 
theologically-inclined discussion of the symbolism. There must be, of course, a rather 
profound general basis for these kinds of differences, which would be interesting to 
pursue in future research of the history of biblical scholarship. If any generalizations may 
be traced on this issue, they concern perhaps the overall comprehensive theological 
interest of the old school versus the overwhelming interest in redactional layers of the 
new school. 
                                                
31 Not least because so much of it is written in my favorite languages: Latin, German, though, alas, 
not much in Russian. 
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Certainly, there is more to my desire to incorporate the older scholars than a 
private feeling of kinship: the scholarly ideal, as now, so even in the nineteenth century, 
is unbiased research, urging the researcher to maximal objectivity, to hearing what a text 
says without regard to personal convictions. Thus, my desire to resort to older 
commentaries presumes the value and reliability of past scholarship—within the 
framework of the available theories of their time, of course. Conducive to the 
advancement of objective research has been, along with the promotion of a greater 
number of hypotheses, the development of research tools for substantiating and testing 
these hypotheses. Such tools include form criticism, which uses analysis of written 
variations of a tradition to draw conclusions about that tradition’s development at the 
stage of oral transmission, as well as historical critical and philological methods. Yet time 
has revealed that there is nothing overwhelming about an overabundance of hypotheses, 
since many of them do not withstand textual testing. Certain hypotheses can be refuted as 
other ancient sources are discovered. Yet with the accumulation of theories, the general 
rules remain, within historical boundaries, as criteria for scholarly standards.  
For example, one cannot blame an early-twentieth-century scholar for totally 
dissociating the Solomonic Temple from the new Temple of Ezekiel’s visions, since 
Peter Ackroyd’s continuity theme—which seems to have passed the textual test as a 
hypothesis—had not yet been articulated. Within the framework of available scholarship 
the old master was right, though. In what follows, some such moments will be pointed 
out, if only in footnotes. 
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Finally, a remark has to be made about how this dissertation advances the work 
done by Alice Wood in her study “Of Wings and Wheels.”  The present study benefits 
greatly from her wonderful monograph.  Whereas, however, Wood takes a synchronic 
and diachronic approach to each individual text, this study, while employing a historical-
critical method, is examining each pericope through the lens of canonical criticism, 
thereby imbuing all of the texts with an overarching theological unity.  In addition, this 
study involves a discussion of symbolic interpretation of the Cherubim and the history 
thereof, something that is altogether absent in “Of Wings and Wheels.” 
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CHAPTER 1: THE CHERUBIC VISAGE THROUGHOUT THE HEBREW 
BIBLE 
This chapter contains two sections. The first, on biblical witnesses, introduces the 
appearances of the Cherubim in all biblical accounts, including the historical books, 
Psalms and Ezekiel. The second section, on the outer or observable image of the 
Cherubim, provides a detailed analysis of the descriptions of the Cherubim gathered in 
the first section.  
 
1. Biblical Witnesses about the Cherubim 
The Cherubim appear in the Hebrew Bible in a variety of ways. Sometimes they 
appear acting in a historical narrative, sometimes as sculptural representations related to 
the Tabernacle and the Temple, and sometimes in the prophetic visions and poetic 
descriptions of the Psalms. In all of these cases, perhaps with the exception of the first, 
they appear in direct proximity to Yahweh and his revelation, that is, in direct proximity 
to a theophany. 
The first, briefest and vaguest mention of the Cherubim is found in Gen 3:24: “He 
drove out the man; and at the east of the Garden of Eden ןֶדֵע־ןַגְל םֶדֶקִּמ ןֵכְַּשׁיַּו (wayyaškên 
miqqeḏem ləәḡan-‘êḏen) he placed the Cherubim (םיִבֻרְכַּה; hakkəәruḇîm)1 and a sword 
                                                
1 “The biblical Cherubim appear either as mounts for the deity or in association with sacred 
vegetation. They are rarely found as living beings: the majority of the 91 occurrences either refer to 
representations of Cherubim or belong to divine epithets. Apart from the latter usage, Cherubim appear 
only in the primeval history or in technical descriptions of God’s throne in P, the Deuteronomistic history, 
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flaming and turning to guard the way to the Tree of Life.” The text does not say whether 
one or more creatures is implied. This story from Genesis connects noticeably with Ezek 
28:13, where the king of Tyre, who guards his land and treasures and likens himself to 
God, is compared with the Cherubim who guard the way to the Tree of Life: “You were 
in Eden, the garden of God ( ָתִייָהםיִהלֱֹא־ןַגּ ןֶדֵעְבּ; bəә‘êḏen gan-’ĕlōhîm hāyîṯā),” says the 
prophet to the king, “With an anointed Cherub as guardian I placed you; you were on the 
holy mountain of God; you walked among the stones of fire.” The connection between 
the Genesis account and the Ezekiel analogy is clear. Yet a feature in Ezekiel’s depiction 
of the Cherubim—that the cherubic task is to overhang, spread as a canopy, and dawn 
upon—shows that the prophet, in addition to the Cherubim of Genesis 3, also had in mind 
the Cherubim of the Holy of Holies in the Tabernacle, those dawning with their wings 
upon the תֶֹרפַּכַּה (ḵappōreṯ), the lid of the Ark of the Covenant (תֶֹרפַּכַּה־לַע םֶהיְֵפנַכְבּ םיִכְֹכס; 
sōḵəәḵîm bəәḵanp̄êhem ‘al-hakkappōreṯ) (Exod 25:20).  The phrase “to dawn upon” is both 
rather ubiquitous and enigmatic in the Psalms and historical books in relation to the 
Cherubim.  On a literal level, it signifies spreading wings/arms over the throne or the 
Glory.   On the figurative dimension, this is a mystical act of somehow separating the 
space between the sacred and the profane.  (The whole idea of sanctity and sacredness in 
the Hebrew Bible has to do with separation, but this is a whole separate topic, no pun 
intended.)      
                                                                                                                                            
and Ezekiel” (David Noel Freedman and M. P. O’Connor, “kəәruḇ,” in TDOT, vol. 7, 310). 
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At this point in the book of Exodus (25:18ff), Moses is commanded to make two 
golden Cherubim and to place them on both ends of the תֶֹרפַּכַּה (ḵappōreṯ) (v. 19). “And 
there will be,” the text continues,  
the Cherubim with spread out upwards (הָלְעַמְל; ləәma‘lāh) wings, covering the תֶֹרפַּכַּה 
(ḵappōreṯ) with their wings, and with their faces towards each other; the faces of the 
Cherubim will be turned to the תֶֹרפַּכַּה (ḵappōreṯ).2 There I will meet you, and from above 
the mercy-seat, from between the two Cherubim that are on the Ark of the Covenant ( לַעֵמ
םיִבֻרְכַּה ֵינְשׁ ןיֵבִּמ תֶֹרפַּכַּה; mê‘al hakkappōreṯ mibbên šəәnê hakkəәruḇîm)” (Exod 25:20–22; cf. 
Num 7:89; Lev 16:2). 
Further mentioned are depictions of the Cherubim on each of the ten coverings of the 
Tabernacle, and also on the curtain separating the Holy of Holies from the Sanctuary. For 
instance, Exod 26:1 reads: “You shall make the Tabernacle with ten curtains of fine 
twisted linen, and blue, purple and crimson yarns; you shall make them with Cherubim 
skillfully worked into them.” Exodus 26:31; 36:8, 35 mention the Cherubim in almost 
identical fashion. 
Amidst the sculptured representations of the Temple of Solomon, including lions, 
bullocks and palm trees, the Cherubim are also mentioned as well (1 Kgs 7:29, 36). 
Solomon made what could be called carved engravings (תֹועְלְקִמ יֵחוּתִּפּ; pittūḥê miqləә‘ōwṯ) 
of Cherubim, palms, and calyxes on ִתיַבַּה תֹוריִק־לָכּ (kāl-qîrōwṯ habbayiṯ), as well as on 
both sides of the doors to the ריִבְדּ (dəәḇîr) and nave (1 Kgs 6:29, 32, 35). The meaning of 
ִתיַבַּה תֹוריִק־לָכּ (kāl-qîrōwṯ habbayiṯ) has been disputed. Some commentators take the 
phrase to mean “all the walls of the Temple.” According to Victor Hurowitz, however, it 
                                                
2 Cf. Exod 37:7, 9. 
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refers only to the walls of the ריִבְדּ (dəәḇîr).3 He regards as anachronistic the reference to 
the Cherubim on the walls of the outer sanctuary in 2 Chr 3:7: “So he lined the house 
with gold—its beams, its thresholds, its walls, and its doors; and he carved Cherubim on 
the walls.”4 In that case, the Cherubim only occur on the walls of the Holy of Holies in 
the Temple. This hypothesis agrees with Menahem Haran’s principle of material 
gradation in the Tabernacle, which posits a movement from more to less precious 
materials the greater the distance from the Holiest Space and the Holy Space. Note that in 
the Tabernacle the Cherubim appear on the curtains in closest proximity to the divine 
presence.5 Hurowitz claims that this material symbolism is intentional: the decoration of 
the Holy of Holies is more intricate than that of the nave. Gourds and calyxes are carved 
on its walls (1 Kgs 6:18), whereas palm trees and Cherubim adorn those of the Holy of 
Holies. 
Although perhaps not quite clear, the representational connection between the 
Cherubim and vegetation is significant and not accidental. In addition to 1 Kgs 6–7, the 
following passages establish the cherubic-vegetative connection: 2 Chr 3–4, Ezek 41:18–
25, Gen 3:24 and Ezek 28. The two latter passages are important because there the 
Cherubim are depicted as real divine beings and not as cultic images. The Genesis 
                                                
3 Victor Hurowitz, “YHWH’s Exalted House: Aspects of the Design and Symbolism of Solomon’s 
Temple,” in Temple and Worship in Biblical Israel, ed. John Day (London: T&T Clark, 2007), 74. 
4 Ibid., 67. 
5 Menahem Haran, Temples and Temple Services in Ancient Israel (Oxford: Clarendon, 1978), 
161–63. 
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account places the Cherubim east of Eden, to guard the way to the Tree of Life. The 
Cherubim in Ezek 28:13-14 also appears in the context of the Garden of Eden:  
You were in Eden, the garden of God; 
every precious stone was your covering,  
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
With an anointed Cherub as guardian I placed you; 
you were on the holy mountain of God; 
you walked among the stones of fire. 
Interestingly, on the doors and walls of the Temple, the Cherubim are also represented 
together with plants. According to Terje Stordalen, the plants symbolize the border 
between holy and profane space.6 If this hypothesis is true, the Cherubim of the Temple 
function, much like in the Genesis account, as symbolic guards of the sacred dwelling. 
More protective symbolism is found in 1 Kgs 7:29, where the Cherubim are 
carved on panels between frames together with lions and cattle: “On the borders that were 
set in the frames were lions, oxen and Cherubim.” “This grouping,” says Alice Wood,  
might be significant with regard to the qualities associated with each creature. Elsewhere 
in the Hebrew Bible, lions are associated with strength (Judg 14:18) and ferociousness 
(Ps 7:2). They were an established feature of ancient Near Eastern temple iconography. 
They represented deities (e.g. Ishtar) and could also act as sentinels to protect a sanctuary 
from evil. They were common at gateways and on outer walls. Prov 14:4 states that cattle 
are among the most valuable animals both for their labor and for their meat … They are 
also said to be important sacrificial animals (Deut 17:1; Lev 22:23; Lev 4:3, 14).7  
                                                
6 Terje Stordalen, Echoes of Eden: Genesis 2-3 and Symbolism of the Eden Garden in Biblical 
Hebrew Literature (Leuven: Peeters, 2000), 137, 161, 284-86. 
7 Alice Wood, Of Wings and Wheels: A Synthetic Study of the Biblical Cherubim (New York: 
Walter de Gruyter, 2008), 39.  
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Thus, alongside these valuable animals, Alice Wood suggests, “The Cherubim are 
perhaps included here to set apart and protect the sacred space which contained the 
sacrifice.”8 
The number of the Cherubim in the Holy of Holies is not directly stipulated. Yet 
there are grounds to suppose that, based on the text, there were four of them, and not just 
two as in the Tabernacle. Solomon made two Cherubim (1 Kgs 6:23; 2 Chr 3:11), carved 
on the panels of the cult stands. On this carving, though, cattle are not present, and the 
Cherubim are represented with palm trees and lions. James Montgomery and Henry 
Gehman consider this repeated ornamentation of the stand unnecessary, relegating 1 Kgs 
7:36 as secondary. That verse reads: “On the surfaces of its stays and on its borders he 
carved Cherubim, lions, and palm trees.” Yet while the panels in 7:36 sit atop the stand, 
those from 7:28–29 are situated between the stand frames: “This was the construction of 
the stands: they had borders; the borders were within the frames; on the borders that were 
set in the frames were lions, oxen, and Cherubim.” It would make better sense then to 
regard verses 29 and 36 as referring to two different kinds of paneling. In that case, the 
Cherubim with cattle and lions sit between the frames and those with lions and palms sit 
atop the foundation. Again, this grouping with cattle, lions and palms is suggestive of 
both the Garden of Eden and the guarding of sacred space. 
The account of the Cherubim in Chronicles differs from the account given in 1 
Kings. 1 Chronicles 28:18 mentions the Cherubim in the context of David (in the spirit of 
                                                
8 Ibid., 39.  
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Yahweh) explaining the Temple plan to Solomon: “his plan for the golden chariot of the 
Cherubim that spread their wings and covered the Ark of the Covenant of the Lord.” As 
Sara Japhet notes, the writer here does not refer to the Temple description given in the 
books of Samuel and Kings.9 Here in Chronicles a new word, הָבָכְּרֶמַּה (hammerkāḇāh), is 
used in relation to the Cherubim. Chronicles also adds that the Cherubim “stood on their 
feet” and had “their faces towards the house.” A more detailed discussion of this 
description will follow in the ensuing section. For now, let us consider a third difference 
with the 1 Kings account. In Chronicles, the Cherubim are embroidered on the veil, a 
reference which is absent in 1 Kings. In 1 Kings, in place of the veil, two doors mark off 
the Holy of Holies. The mention of the veil evokes the depiction of the Tabernacle in 
Exod 26:31-33, where the Cherubim in the Tabernacle decorate the veil separating the 
Holy of Holies from the Holy Place:  
You shall make a curtain of blue, purple, and crimson yarns, and of fine twisted linen; it 
shall be made with Cherubim skillfully worked into it. … You shall hang the curtain 
under the clasps, and bring the Ark of the Covenant in there, within the curtain; and the 
curtain shall separate for you the Holy Place from the Most Holy. 
The description of the Cherubim as הָבָכְּרֶמַּה (hammerkāḇāh) in 1 Chr 28:18 
(םיִבֻרְכַּה הָבָכְּרֶמַּה; hammerkāḇāh hakkəәruḇîm) does not appear anywhere else in biblical 
accounts. In the Pentateuch, ה ָ֖בָכְּרֶמ (merkāḇāh) signifies a kind of chariot used by the 
goyim (see Gen 41:43; Exod 14:25) and also by the kings of Judah and Israel (see 1 Kgs 
22:35; 1 Sam 8:11). There is one other mention of a horses–Temple connection, in 2 Kgs 
23:11, where horses are dedicated to the sun by the King of Judah. Thus the depiction of 
                                                
9 Sara Japhet, I and II Chronicles: A Commentary, Old Testament Library (Louisville, KY: 
Westminster John Knox Press, 1993), 483.  
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a chariot in the Temple setting is not completely novel; nonetheless, neither is it part of 
the 1 Kings narrative. The notion that the Cherubim could carry God is found in the 
Psalms and in 2 Samuel: 
He bowed the heavens, and came down;  
thick darkness was under his feet. 
He rode on a Cherub (בוּרְכּ־לַע בַכְִּריַּו; wayyirkaḇ ‘al-kəәrūḇ), and flew; 
He came swiftly upon the wings of the wind. (Ps 18:9–10) 
 
He rode on a Cherub, and flew;  
He was seen upon the wings of the wind. (2 Sam 22:11) 
Yahweh in certain accounts receives the name “the One sitting on the Cherubim,” ( בֵֹשׁי
םיִבֻרְכַּה; yōšêḇ hakkəәruḇîm) (Exod 37:16; 1 Sam 4:4; 2 Sam 6:2; 2 Kgs 19:15; 2 Chron 
13:6; Pss 80:2; 99:1), or he is described as “riding on the clouds” with the Cherubim as 
his carriers (Isa 19:1). Psalm 18:9-1010 has him riding on a Cherub (cf. 2 Sam 22:10-11; 
Ps 104:3–4). Ezekiel also presents the Cherubim as transporting Yahweh: “The Cherubim 
lifted up their wings and rose up from the earth … the glory of the God of Israel was 
above them. … These were the living creatures that I saw underneath the God of Israel by 
the river Chebar; and I knew that they were Cherubim” (Ezek 10:18-20). With these texts 
in mind, the question arises regarding how the ה ָ֖בָכְּרֶמ (merkāḇāh) of 1 Chr 28:18 connects 
                                                
10 Kraus raises important questions: “Were the cherubim of the temple the sacral representation of 
the heavenly realm? Did the cherub throne symbolize the heavenly throne of the god of war? … We can do 
no more than raise the questions. Nevertheless, there is considerable evidence that the formula 
…‘enthroned upon the cherubim’ … has a direct connection to the designation of Yahweh as ‘king,’ so that 
these concepts must have been received with their background in the history of religion in mind” (Kraus, 
The Psalms, 18). James Mays asserts the idea of kingship within the verse: “Its function is to portray God’s 
coming down (v. 9) to assert sovereignty in the world” (Mays, Psalms, 92). 
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to the Cherubim. Is it a separate object or made up of Cherubim? In other biblical 
accounts, the term ה ָ֖בָכְּרֶמ (merkāḇāh) suggests a certain type of chariot, one used 
particularly for war, which seems to rule out the possibility of a cherubic chariot.  
The other issue of interest from 1 Chr 28 concerns the relation of the Cherubim to 
the Ark. Taking into consideration the accounts of 1 Kgs 6:23-29 and 2 Chr 3:10-13, one 
may ask whether the author of 1 Chr 28 is describing two gigantic Cherubim built 
independently of the Ark, or two (small) Cherubim on the תֶֹרפַּכַּה (ḵappōreṯ) of the Ark 
(following Exod 25:18-22; 37:7-9). Japhet inclines toward giving the Exodus account 
primacy over this verse, and therefore sees the Cherubim as attached to the Ark. The 
other half of Exod 25:18, however, evokes the Cherubim from 1 Kgs 8:6-7 and 2 Chr 5:7-
8, where the Ark is originally detached from the statues of the Cherubim, then later 
placed under those statues, who spread their wings over it. This point seems to contradict 
Japhet’s reading. From the point of view of the writer of 1 Chronicles, it would be 
improbable that the Cherubim of the Ark were made in the wilderness and that the 
Cherubim chariot is the same as the Mosaic Cherubim, connected to the Ark.11  
Passing to the second book of Chronicles, we meet the Cherubim in 3:10-14, in a 
narrative that also differs significantly from 1 Kings:  
In the most holy place he made two carved Cherubim and overlaid them with gold. The 
wings of the Cherubim together extended twenty cubits: one wing of the one, five cubits 
                                                
11 Of course, it is still not clear if 1 Chronicles 28 envisages two giant independent statues or the 
small ones attached to the תֶֹרפַּכַּה (ḵappōreṯ), but the question of the unusual term ה ָ֖בָכְּרֶמ (merkāḇāh) 
together with the Cherubim remains to be resolved. Is it indicative of one of the cherubic functions or does 
it have some other meaning and significance? In Ezekiel’s vision, despite the fact that four composite 
creatures or Cherubim carry Yahweh through the sky, the word ה ָ֖בָכְּרֶמ (merkāḇāh) does not occur in either 
Ezek 10:15 or 10:20.  
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long, touched the wall of the house, and its other wing, five cubits long, touched the wing 
of the other Cherub; and of this Cherub, one wing, five cubits long, touched the wall of 
the house, and the other wing, also five cubits long, was joined to the wing of the first 
Cherub. The wings of these Cherubim extended twenty cubits; the Cherubim stood on 
their feet, facing the nave. And Solomon made the curtain of blue and purple and crimson 
fabrics and fine linen, and worked Cherubim into it. 
Here the Cherubim’s wings spread out over twenty cubits. In this respect, 1 Kgs 6:24-25 
need not be seen as contradictory, though it configures the dimensions differently. In 1 
Kings each Cherub’s wing was five cubits, so the combined wingspan of two Cherubim 
would be five times four, or twenty cubits. Yet the second part of 2 Chr 3:13 presents 
totally new information, as the Cherubim stand on their feet and face towards the house. 
Japhet interprets this as the Chronicler’s attempt to distinguish between the little 
Cherubim on the תֶֹרפַּכַּה (ḵappōreṯ) of the Ark and the big, independent statues. The 
Chronicler must have known the Mosaic Exodus tradition and would wish to present the 
Temple in “continuity,” to use Ackroyd’s term, with the Tabernacle.12 Therefore, the 
author must have two pairs of Cherubim in mind: the first pair attached to the תֶֹרפַּכַּה 
(ḵappōreṯ), and the other standing on its own. On the other hand, Japhet argues that the 
Cherubim chariot in 1 Chr 28:18 signifies the Cherubim of the Ark. Yet this suggestion is 
highly unlikely, since the author of Chronicles would then be speaking of two sets of 
Cherubim functioning in the same way, that is, spreading their wings over the Ark (1 Chr 
28:18; 2 Chr 5:8). More probable is that the writer is in both instances referring to the big 
statues. Of course, he still might be aligning his depiction of the Temple with the Mosaic 
                                                
12 See Peter R. Ackroyd’s article “The Temple Vessels – A Continuity Theme” in Studies in the 
Religion of Ancient Israel, edited by P. A. H. de Boer, 166-88.  Vetus Testamentum Supplement 23.  
Leiden: Brill Academic, 1972.   
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Tabernacle, but he does not elucidate the connection between the Ark Cherubim and the 
Cherubim statues. When the Ark is placed under the big statues in 2 Chr 5:8, in the Holy 
of Holies, the writer returns to the 1 Kgs 8:6 description: “For the Cherubim spread out 
their wings over the place of the Ark, so that the Cherubim made a covering above the 
Ark and its poles” (2 Chr 5:8). 
Several times we meet the Cherubim in Ezekiel’s visions, which are described in 
Chapters 1 and 10 of his book. Dale Launderville attests to the significance of these 
appearances: 
a particularly important iconographic image in Ezekiel’s prophetic message is the cherub. 
… [T]he references to the cherub … raise questions about the identity and role of this 
figure and show the metaphoric or symbolic power of this image to hold in tension royal, 
priestly, and prophetic dimensions of the Israelite tradition.13  
In the attempt to describe fully and understand this “metaphoric or symbolic power” of 
the Cherubim, it is impossible to shrink from a detailed analysis of the creatures. As 
Aelred Cody says:  
Many scholars are not interested in any detailed analysis or decomposition of the figures 
in the inaugural vision. Many immediately relegate it to the sphere of mythical motifs, 
symbolism or “structuralism” of four living creatures supporting the firmament or vault 
of the sky, and even confusion, general words about a vision of divine transcendence. 
Few bother with an inquisitive disassembling of the vision, but we will.14 
In Chapter 1 the prophet records seeing a great cloud coming from the north with 
revolving fire and shining around it, and in the midst of the cloud four living creatures 
(תֹויַּח; ḥayyōwṯ) (1:5-11). Overall the creatures possessed a human likeness (םָדאָ תוּמְדּ; 
                                                
13 Dale F. Launderville, “Ezekiel's Cherub: A Promising Symbol or a Dangerous Idol?” Catholic 
Biblical Quarterly 65, no. 2 (2003): 166.  
14 Aelred Cody, Ezekiel (Wilmington, Delaware: M. Glazier, 1984), 55. 
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dəәmūṯ ’āḏām), yet each (תָחֶאְל; ləә’aḥaṯ) had four faces and four wings. Their “feet” were 
straight (הָרְָשׁי ֶלגֶר; reḡel yəәšārāh); this is actually a description of the leg, though 
unrelated to the number of legs possessed by each creature (perhaps two). The feet ( ףַכ
ֶלגֶר; ḵap̄ reḡel) are also described as like those of a calf (ֶלגֵע ֶלגֶר ףַכְכּ; kəәḵap̄ reḡel ‘êḡel). 
According to the Midrash and Targum the feet were round (ֹלגָע; ‘āḡōl; so also says LXX), 
and the feet (or legs in general) shone like shining copper (לָלָק תֶֹשְׁחנ; nəәḥōšeṯ qālāl; 
Vulgate: als candens; cf. Dan 10:6). They had human hands under their wings, and the 
wings lay adjacent to each other. The creatures, we read, would not turn (וּבִַּסּי־אלֹ; lō-
yissabbū), but each walked in the direction it was facing. The four countenances of the 
creatures were identical, and are described as the face of a human and of a lion on the 
right side, and the face of a bull (רֹושׁ; šōwr) and of an eagle on the left.  
In the first chapter the prophet does not yet call these creatures “Cherubim.” In 
the ninth chapter (v. 3) he only briefly mentions the glory of God sitting on the Cherubim 
(בוּרְכַּה; hakkəәrūḇ). In the tenth chapter he names them “living creatures” (ָהיַּחַה; 
haḥayyāh)15 (v. 15, 20). In addition to the description given in the first chapter, here in 
Chapter 10 the prophet says:  
the rims of all four were full of eyes all round … each one had four faces: the first face 
was that of the Cherubim (בוּרְכַּה; hakkəәrūḇ), the second face was that of a human being, 
the third that of a lion, and the fourth that of an eagle. … These were the living creatures 
                                                
15 The term in the plural with a generic meaning of “living creature, animal,” occasionally “life.” It 
is used as a term for the animal-like creatures in Ezekiel’s call vision. It is also used “analogously for the 
angelic beings in Ezekiel’s call vision, which share many features of animals. They appear again in the 
vision in chap. 10, where they are called cherubim…; a special point is made of the fact that they are 
identical with the chaiyoth of chap. 1 (10:15, 20)” (H. Ringgren, “ḥāyāh,” in TDOT, vol. 4 [1980], 343). 
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(ָהיַּחַה; haḥayyāh) that I saw by the river Chebar. … and I knew that they were Cherubim 
(Ezek 10:12-15).16 
In his visionary description of the new Temple of God in Chapter 41, Ezekiel sees images 
of the Cherubim upon the Temple walls and doors, and connected with palm trees, but 
here they have only two faces, those of a human and a lion (v. 18-19). 
In an interesting parallel, the ζῷα of the book of Revelation bear a close likeness 
to Ezekiel’s Cherubim, the תֹויַּח (ḥayyōwṯ). Τὰ τέσσαρα ζῷα, the four living creatures 
surrounding the throne of God are depicted many times in Revelation (4:6-9; 5:6, 8, 11, 
14; 6:1, 3, 5; 7:11; 14:3; 15:7; 19:4). The author describes God’s throne and four animals 
as full of eyes front and back, and the animals as amidst and around the throne: ἐν µέσῳ 
τοῦ θρόνου καὶ κύκλῳ τοῦ θρόνου. Further, one animal is described as like a calf, the 
second as like a lion, the face of the third as like that of a man, and the fourth as like a 
flying eagle (ἀετῷ πετοµένῳ). They had six wings each and unceasingly praised the Lord 
and the Lamb, singing “Alleluia” (19:4) and replying “Amen” to the praise of the angelic 
hosts and of the entire creation in heaven and on earth (15:13). 
                                                
16 What draws one’s attention in this latter description is that in v. 14 the first face is named as that 
of a Cherub, whereas the bovine face is not mentioned at all. In view of the fact that Codex Vaticanus does 
not have this verse at all, Annette Evans (see her “Jewish Angelology and the Absence of Ezekiel 1:14 and 
10:14 in the Old Greek Version of the Septuagint,” Old Testament Essays 20, no. 3 [2007]: 653–68) and 
others regard it as a later gloss. Yet, the MT includes it invariantly and from early on. The issue, however, 
was given an interesting resolution by the old commentators Kliefoth and Keil (see Theodore Kliefoth, Das 
Buch Ezechiels überstezt und erklärt [Rostock: Hinstorff’sche Verlagsbuchhandlung, 1864], 154; and Carl 
Friedrich Keil, Biblischer Commentar über den Prophet Ezechiel [Leipzig: Dörffling und Franke, 1882], 
87). The gist of the scene, according to them, is as follows: the face of the first Cherub, the one standing 
closer to the prophet, who is mentioned earlier in v. 7, who took the fire and gave it to the man in linen 
(hence “the enigmatic use of the definite article” [Wood, Of Wings and Wheels, 114]), this face, along with 
the “Cherubim” in v. 7 indicates a certain Cherub who has been singled out. This particular Cherub had his 
bovine face turned to the prophet; among the rest of the Cherubim, one had a human face, the other a 
leonine one, and the third a aquiline face. Therefore, the description here is not of the four faces of each 
Cherub, but of one face facing the prophet.  
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2. Discerning the Main Image or Countenance of the Cherubim within the Hebrew 
Bible 
Of the aforementioned biblical references to the Cherubim, some come from 
historical books, others belong to sacred poetry, and yet others are part of prophetic 
visions. Recognizing such genre demarcations is necessary in rightly judging the biblical 
conception of the cherubic countenance. Perhaps the most precise expression of the 
biblical view should be sought in the historical books, which more objectively convey the 
appearances and predominant views of the Cherubim. The descriptions of the Temple in 
historical books comprise the nucleus of normative views: these descriptions are meant 
for canonical, regular worship, in contrast to the emotional, crisis-tinted context of 
prophetic and poetic books. In particular, special emphasis should go to the narratives 
concerning the arrangements of the Cherubim in the Tabernacle and Temple, inasmuch as 
the biblical view found its highest expression and confirmation in the latter, and 
inasmuch as the former directly anticipates the latter. At the same time, poetic and 
prophetic-visionary representations of the Cherubim could, for their symbolic purposes, 
modify those representations. This modification may be performed with a certain liberty, 
such as is found in the Psalmist; or, as in the prophets, it may objectively convey the 
contents of a vision, even if that vision is full of deep symbolism. The objectivity of 
transmission is stipulated by the fact that a prophet, despite even the most fantastic form 
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of the vision, is never a free creator, but always strictly conveys the message of Yahweh. 
Objectivity in this case is ontological.  
Let us begin with the question of the placement of the Cherubim in Gen 3:24. 
While that placement presents little research data for the question we have posed about 
the cherubic appearance, it would be unjust to leave it out. The Septuagint and MT render 
this verse somewhat differently. While the Hebrew text reads:  םֶדֶקִּמ ןֵכְַּשׁיַּו םָדאָָה־תֶא שֶָׁרְגיַו
םיִבֻרְכַּה־תֶא ןֶדֵע־ןַגְל (wayḡāreš ’eṯ-hā’āḏām; wayyaškên miqqeḏem ləәḡan-‘êḏen ’eṯ-
hakkəәruḇîm), the Septuagint differs in the second half, putting Adam as opposed to the 
Cherubim over Eden, and making the flame the object of “placed”: καὶ κατῴκισεν αὐτὸν 
ἀπέναντι τοῦ παραδείσου τῆς τρυφῆς καὶ ἔταξεν τὰ χερουβιµ. In Greek, “the Cherubim” 
appears only at the close of the verse, and its placement is not exactly clear. According to 
John Wevers, the Septuagint gives a later tradition.17 
This text does not say whether one or more בוּרְכַּה (hakkəәruḇîm) are indicated, 
though other related texts use the singular form of the word (Exod 25:19; 37:8; 1 Kgs 
6:24, 25, 26; 2 Chr 3:11, 12; Ps 18:1; Ezek 9:3, 4; 10:2, 4, 7, 9; 28:14; and other places). 
Further, interpreters doubt whether any hint of the Cherubim’s outer appearance is found 
here. Some, paying attention to the fact that the place contains mention of a fiery sword, 
see a hint of a human hand, if not a human image in general.18 Others, however, refute 
                                                
17 See John William Wevers, Notes on the Greek Text of Genesis (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1993), 
49. Wevers thinks that the LXX divided verse 24 into two parts, which “leaves the two et phrases up in the 
air, and so the translator gratuitously introduced καὶ ἔταξεν” (ibid.). 
18 Wilhelm Vatke and Paul Scholz also draw this conclusion about the existence of hands (see 
Vatke, Die biblische Theologie [Bethge: Berlin, 1835], 327; and Scholz, Die heiligen Alterthümer des 
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this suggestion on the basis of the Hebrew text, which presumably speaks of the 
Cherubim and the fiery sword rather than of the Cherubim with the fiery sword. The 
difficulty stems from the fact that the conjunction “w” in Hebrew connects not only 
parallel members but is also used where one expects a junction by means of “with.”19 
The author does not describe the image of the Cherubim any further here; rather, 
he supposes that the image is well known to the hearer and reader. The absence of such 
detailed description is the result of the fact or presupposition that the depiction of the 
Cherubim is allegedly well-known to the reader. An absence of a minute portrayal has to 
do with the object’s presumed familiarity to the audience. This familiarity seems to be 
supported by the narrator’s use of the definite article with בוּרְכַּה (hakkəәruḇîm).  
Not so in prophetic books! In the prophetic books there are numerous additions, 
which testifies to the fact that the prophets wanted to add details that were not common 
knowledge. The prophet Ezekiel twice cites the legend of the garden of God, bringing a 
wealth of detail not to be found in Genesis and sometimes at variance with it (Ezek 
28:11-19; 31:8-9; 16-18). Furthermore, the Genesis version itself still bears traces of an 
earlier edition. The language and style contain several classical features of rhythm, 
phraseology and parallelistic structure characteristic of Hebrew poetry. According to 
Nahum Sarna, the use of the definite article with the first mention of “the Tree of Life,” 
                                                                                                                                            
Volkes Israel [Manz: Regensburg, 1868], 160).  
19 Karl Christian Bähr says that the words “wəә’êṯ lahaṭ haḥereḇ (בֶרֶחַה טַהַל תֵאְו)” stand as an object 
parallel to the words “eṯ-hakkəәruḇîm (םיִבֻרְכַּה־תֶא)” (Symbolik des Mosaischen Cultus, 2nd ed. [Mohr: 
Heidelberg, 1874], 314). 
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“the Tree of Knowledge” (2:9), and “the Cherubim and the fiery ever-turning sword” 
(3:24) indicates an allusion to something already well-known to the reader.”20 Umberto 
Cassuto in his Commentary on the Book of Genesis, supports Sarna:  
The definite article here does not connote the same as that in the clause, Then the fugitive 
came (xiv 13 – that is, whichever fugitive came), but points to something previously 
known to the reader. So, too, the bare mention of the Cherubim in the sections dealing 
with the work of the Tabernacle and the building of the Temple, without the addition of 
any explanation of their character and form, proves that the Cherubim were not new to 
the Israelites.21 
Indeed, doubtless the same motive of familiarity may be discerned in descriptions of the 
cherubic representations in the Tabernacle.22 The Hebrews’ traditional conception of the 
Cherubim, based upon revelation and lying at the basis of these historical descriptions, 
has made detailed description superfluous. However, as the Cherubim were essential 
components within the arrangement of the Tabernacle, one finds much more detailed 
information in those accounts than in Genesis. Yet the difference in accounts gives no 
reason to doubt that the appearances are connected.  
From the description of the Tabernacle Cherubim, the following becomes clear. 
While Cherubim were embroidered on ten Tabernacle coverings and on the curtain 
separating the Sanctuary from the Holy of Holies, the most important Cherubim were the 
two upon the Ark of the Covenant. These Cherubim had one face each, and their faces 
                                                
20 Nahum M. Sarna, Understanding Genesis: The World of the Bible in the Light of History (New 
York: Schocken Books, 1966), 24.  
21 Umberto Cassuto, A Commentary on the Book of Genesis: Part One: From Adam to Noah 
(Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1961), 174-75. 
22 The principal texts mentioning these representations are: Exod 25:17–22; 26:1; 31; 36:8; 1 Kgs 
6:23-35; 7:29-36; 8:6-7; 1 Chr 28:18; 2 Chr 3:7-14; 5:7-8.  
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were turned toward each other. Each had two wings by which they hovered over the 
mercy seat, to which seat they were attached at the edges such that the entire ensemble 
comprised a single piece.23 Between these two Cherubim sat the glory of God: 
The Lord said to Moses: “Tell your brother Aaron not to come just at any time into the 
sanctuary inside the curtain before the mercy seat that is upon the ark, or he will die; for I 
appear in the cloud upon the mercy seat” (Lev 16:2). 
When Moses went into the tent of meeting to speak with the Lord, he would hear the 
voice speaking to him from above the mercy seat that was on the Ark of the Covenant 
from between the two Cherubim; thus it spoke to him (Num 7:89).  
Yet their wings did not form a throne in such a way as to be the basis of the theophanic 
cloud.24 Nor by their structure did the wings serve as screens hiding the “dwelling” of 
God therein.25 If the Cherubim of the Tabernacle were images of real, living creatures—
and this supposition, because of their connections to the Cherubim of Eden and the תֹויַּח 
(ḥayyōwṯ) of Ezekiel, is doubtless—then the concept of “dwelling,” which is applicable 
to a house, is not applicable here with living creatures.26 In addition, the expression 
“sitting on the Cherubim” refers not solely to the Cherubim over the Ark, even though it 
                                                
23 תֶֹרפַּכַּה (ḵappōreṯ; ἱλαστήριον; ptopitiatorium), being the lid of the Ark of the Covenant, at the 
same time was also a self-sufficient sacred vessel (А. Олесницкий, Ветхозаветный Храм в Иерусалиме. 
Петербург: Типография В. Киршбаума, 1889 [A. Olesnitsky, The Old Testament Temple in Jerusalem 
(St. Petersburg, 1889)], 151–53; cf. Scholz, Die heiligen Alterthümer, 160). 
24 Carl Friedrich Keil, Genesis und Exodus (Leipzig: Dörffling und Franke, 1878), 510; Ferdinand 
Friedrich, Symbolik der Mosaischen Stiftschütte (Leipzig: Wigand, 1841), 243. 
25 Eduard Riehm conveys the expression םיִבֻרְכַּה בֵֹשׁי (yōšêḇ hakkəәruḇîm) with the words: 
inhabitans Cherubim (“Die Cherubim in der Stiftshütte und im Tempel,” Theologische Studien und 
Kritiken 44, no. 3 [1871]: 423). Ancient translations give a different understanding of this construction. The 
LXX has it: ὁ καθήµενος ἐπὶ τῶν χερουβιν; while the Vulgate reads: sedens Cherubim. According to 
Riehm, the verb yāšaḇ (ב ַָ֣שׁי) in conjunction with a direct object has a constant meaning of “to dwell.” Yet, 
such a meaning with this construction is not ubiquitous; so, e.g., in Ps 22:3, תולִֹּהְתּ בֵשֹׁוי (yōwōšêḇ təәhillōwṯ), 
sitting amidst praises (cf. Gen 4:20: dwelling in tents with cattle [ֶהנְקִמוּ לֶֹהא בֵֹשׁי; yōšêḇ ’ōhel ūmiqneh]).  
26 As justly noted by Hermann Schultz against Riehm in his Alttestamentliche Theologie, vol. 1 
(Göttingen: Vandenhoeck und Ruprecht, 1885), 338. 
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originated because of them. The expression also corresponds in general to the biblical 
idea that the Cherubim form the closest environment in which the pre-eternal God 
appears in the world, and that the Lord is carried on the Cherubim (Ps 18:10) in this 
sense. Thus, in judging the outer appearance of the Cherubim over the Ark of the 
Covenant of the Tabernacle, the concept of “dwelling” is not “at home.” 
In the Temple of Solomon, two additional statues of Cherubim of great size and 
of different material were erected above the Cherubim on the Ark.27 Their appearance 
remained essentially the same as the Cherubim of the Tabernacle. The same outer 
appearance is also presupposed for the Cherubim depicted on the curtain, walls and 
doors, for while these had a more decorative intention, they surely represented the image 
of the main statues. The two great statues were each ten cubits in height, and each wing 
was five cubits long. Their wings met and touched at one end, while the other ends 
touched the northern and southern walls. Their faces were turned toward the Temple, that 
is, the Sanctuary. This detail tells us that like the Cherubim on the Ark of the Covenant, 
whose faces were turned toward the mercy seat, each of these great statutes also had only 
one face each. 2 Chronicles 3:13, in stating that the Cherubim statues were standing on 
their feet, excludes various conjectures suggesting their recumbent position, their 
genuflection, or a seated position.  
                                                
27 Heinrich Ewald’s presupposition that new Cherubim were brought in place of the old ones and 
put up on the new lid, is not confirmed by the text of 1 Kgs 8:6–8 (see his Geschichte des Volkes Israels, 
vol. 3 [Göttingen, 1864–67], 309). The very conjecture is somewhat improbable.  
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This account includes mention of anatomical features, which is conspicuously 
absent in the 1 Kings account. The omission in 1 Kings may perhaps be explained by the 
suggestion that the writer worked from administration records containing no detailed 
description of the precise form of the Cherubim. It seems strange, though, that the 
Chronicler, who otherwise bases his account on 1 Kings, is aware of more details. 
Perhaps the Chronicler knew precisely what the Cherubim were and also about the 
positioning of the two giant statues. It might be possible, however, that the Chronicler 
gathered additional knowledge elsewhere, not just from the Mosaic Exodus tradition 
which alludes to cherubic faces, but also from Ezekiel, who mentions “feet” in addition to 
the faces.28 If the Cherubim chariot found in Chronicles relies on Ezekiel’s visions, as it 
seems to do, then the additional information about the cherubic anatomy could be derived 
from the same source. To sum up, it may be said that the 1 Kings narrative provides the 
least information about the Cherubim, as it is “probably based on administrative records 
of the construction of the Temple and its vessels.”29 Indeed, this suggestion explains a 
lacuna of any substantial information about the significance of the Cherubim. The only 
certain conclusions that can be drawn from 1 Kings are that the Cherubim were 
connected with the Holy of Holies and that they were present on walls and thresholds.  
                                                
28 Ezekiel’s visions in 1:6 and 10:14 depict creatures with four faces; the feet are found in 1:7, but 
there is no mention of them in the second vision in Chapter 10. Halperin suggests that this omission is 
purposeful, due to the later redaction, because the calves’ feet in 1:7 are reminiscent of the golden calf 
idolatry.  
29 Wood, Of Wings and Wheels, 49.  
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The fact that the Cherubim are often presented together with plants points to their 
role as guards, since, as Stordalen notes in Echoes of Eden, gardens often signify the area 
separating the divine from human spheres. This suggestion naturally elucidates the 
particular role of the Cherubim as guardians of Eden, understood as the holy of holies 
with the nave being earth itself. Such an interpretation sounds even stronger if the 1 
Kings narrative is read together with Genesis 3 and Ezekiel 28.  
Another important question concerns the transporting function of the Cherubim. 
The account of the Cherubim transporting God in light, along with later interpretations of 
the prophet’s visions, may have induced the Chronicler to perceive the Cherubim statues 
themselves as a chariot carrying Yahweh’s throne. The Chronicler’s description of 
building the Temple shares much with the description in 1 Kings, and the continuity 
extends not only to the Temple but also to the Exodus Tabernacle tradition. Moreover, in 
describing the statues, the Chronicler probably embraced Ezekiel’s vision of the 
Cherubim’s chariot as well as of their faces and feet. 
Ezekiel’s vision of the Temple (Chapters 40-42) entails very interesting details 
about the Cherubim which ornament the doors and walls. Some of these details 
correspond to the descriptions in 1 Kings and 2 Chronicles, but others are quite different. 
The two big statues are not mentioned at all, since Ezekiel does not describe the interior 
of the Holy of Holies; nor do we encounter the Cherubim of the Temple vessels. The 
Cherubim carved on the walls and doors, though, are depicted in much detail. Each has 
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both a human and a leonine face, and each pair is following a palm tree (41:18).30 Each 
Cherubim is facing towards the palm nearest to it and away from each other. Neither the 
faces nor their orientation are part of the description in 1 Kings.  
It is interesting that few of the recent commentaries, which describe with almost 
geometric precision the exact dimensions and configuration of the Cherubim, raise the 
question of their overall appearance. Yet in Ezek 1:5, the prophet provides a clear and 
decisive indication of the cherubic image in his visions: “the appearance of the creatures 
was like the image of a man.” Further on (vv. 6-11), separate parts of the creatures’ 
image are described in greater detail, giving rise to the question: how can one envision 
this תֹויַּח (ḥayyōwṯ) with an overall human corpus, given the particularities of the wings 
(even though this is a usual “accessory” in angelic symbolism), the heads with four faces 
(human front face, leonine from the right side of the prophet, bovine from the left, and 
aquiline from behind),31 and the peculiar structure of their legs and feet? What apparently 
                                                
30 It is very interesting how some of the old commentators disputed this point of view. A. Glagolev 
in his Ветхозаветное Учение об Ангелах (Old Testament Biblical Teaching about Angels) says: “Some 
think, based on Ezekiel 41:18–19, that the Cherubim-decorations in the Temple had two faces each, a face 
of a human and a face of a lion. Yet, the cherubim shown to Ezekiel in the vision of the new Temple, just 
like the cherubim of the Chebar vision, are not related to the Jewish representations in the Temple. If the 
prophet is giving the image of the new Temple (chapter 40 ff.), even then he has in mind not the Temple of 
Solomon, so the reconstruction of the accessories of Solomon’s Temple, according to the vision that has a 
deep symbolic meaning, has no basis either. If the colossal statues of the cherubim had one face each, then, 
doubtless, the cherubim of the ornament had the same countenance. The fact that the cherubim are 
mentioned together with calves and lions (1 Kgs 7:29) on the borders in the frames, does not stipulate that 
the cherubim had an appearance of a bullock and lion; rather, they are probably as different from the latter 
as they are different from the palm trees (7:36). 2 Chronicles 3:13 supports the interpretation of the 
cherubim as anthropomorphic figures” (439). I suppose the dividing line here is the absence/presence of the 
now commonly accepted “continuity theory” of Ackroyd. 
31 On the basis of the words of the prophet, “Their faces and their wings were separate (תֹודֻרְפּ; 
pəәruḏōwṯ)” (v. 11), Keil concludes that not only their wings but also their faces had been separated, and 
thus the faces “were not, like the faces of Janus, on one head, but the four faces were located on four 
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oxymoronic overall anthropomorphic property makes Ezekiel in 1:5 premise his 
forthcoming description with the statement of a human-like image? The statue appears to 
be the answer in this case. An erect stature with human proportions should be taken as a 
sign of the human structure of the creatures. On this basis, the indication of the creatures’ 
human image remains compatible with the absolute predominance of anthropomorphism, 
even though one encounters four faces, “straight” legs and rounded feet, and four 
wings—especially as two of the wings cover the creatures’ bodies, leaving little of the 
human image other than hands visible to the spectator, the prophet. That is, if a human 
likeness is granted to the creatures principally due to the erect position of their body, then 
the accessories which the prophet indicates do not preclude him from speaking about that 
likeness, as also about various visionary additamenta from the animal world. In addition, 
it cannot be that the two wings entirely screened the creatures’ bodies, leaving nothing 
uncovered to the prophet. Otherwise the prophet would not be able to talk about their 
likeness to human beings. If, however, he can describe the head, wings, and feet 
independently from a “human likeness,” then he must have seen the human likeness in 
the erect posture of the body. John Taylor comments: “These were basically of human 
form, which presumably means that they stood upright,”32 drawing the sign of identity 
between the notions of human and of upright or erect. Boyd W. Barrick expresses the 
                                                                                                                                            
heads” (Ezechiel, 15). Yet the very weirdness of the form implied by this reading testifies to the 
improbability of the separation of faces. In addition, the verb דַרָפּ (pārêḏ) means not only “to separate,” but 
also to “spread over,” which is quite applicable to wings but not faces. Perhaps, ם ֶ֕הֵינְפ (p̄əәnêhem) could be 
referred to the previous verse, as its conclusion.  
32 John B. Taylor, Ezekiel: An Introduction and Commentary, Tyndale Old Testament 
Commentaries (Downer’s Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1981), 54.  
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same thought: “upright posture indicative of anthropomorphic form.”33 The fact that 
nothing is mentioned about the creatures’ human likeness in the description of a different 
vision (Chapter 10), does not contradict this conclusion, since the prophet in his 
description of this new vision notes directly and multiple times (10:15, 20-22) that the 
creatures whom he now recognizes as the Cherubim were in all respects similar to the 
creatures of the Chebar vision.34  
Karl Christian Bähr finds an animal element also present in  בוּרְכּ... ךְֵךֹוסַּה  (kəәrūḇ 
… hassōwḵêḵ) (Ezek. 28:14), with whom the king of Tyre is compared. Hence Bähr 
concludes that the Cherubim were conceived of as having long wings, such as those of an 
eagle, and that the latter identification stands in a certain relationship to the fourth face of 
each of the “animals” in Ezekiel’s vision (Ezek 10:14). Besides the fact that the 
comparison of the Cherubim with a human king squarely undercuts the notion of their 
having an animal image (v. 16ff), the mention of wings itself gives no grounds to 
presuppose an animal image (cf. Pss 17:8, 36:8, 57:2; 61:5; 62:8; 90:4). For example, it is 
impossible to see in the description of the Seraphim in Isa 6:2ff the figure of an eagle, 
although they also are said to have wings.  
                                                
33 W. Boyd Barrick, “The straight-legged cherubim of Ezekiel's Inaugural Vision (Ezekiel 1:7a),” 
Catholic Biblical Quarterly 44, no. 4 (1982): 545. 
34 It should also be noted that if, in the description of the Chebar vision, only the rims of the 
wheels were presented as “full of eyes” (1:18), nonetheless in the description of the second vision, the 
presence of the eyes spreads over to תֹויַּח (ḥayyōwṯ) themselves, namely, upon all of their body, arms and 
wings (10:12), which is quite in agreement with the description of τὰ τέσσαρα ζῷα in Rev 4:6, 8. In 
addition, note that in the second vision the hand of one Cherub is described in a more definitely 
anthropomorphic fashion (10:7). Another seeming difference in description between the two visions is that 
one of the four faces of the creature is called רֹושׁ־ֵינְפ (p̄əәnê-šōwr) in 1:10, whereas 10:14 has בוּרְכַּה ֵינְפּ (pəәnê 
hakkəәrūḇ). Yet this discrepancy has been resolved by Keil, as we have already seen.  
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To complete this discussion of cherubic anthropomorphism, it is enlightening to 
review the description in Rev 4:6-8, which is rooted in Ezekiel’s vision. The text reads as 
follows: 
Around the throne, and on each side of the throne, are four living creatures (ζῷα), full of 
eyes in front and behind: the first living creature like a lion, the second living creature 
like an ox, the third living creature with a face like a human face, and the fourth living 
creature like a flying eagle. And the four living creatures, each of them with six wings, 
are full of eyes all around and inside. Day and night without ceasing they sing, 
“Holy, holy, holy, 
the Lord God the Almighty, 
Who was and is and is to come.” 
From the description of the ζῷα in the Revelation passage, it is not quite clear whether 
these four animals differed only with respect to their faces, while their general 
appearance was shared by all, or whether each animal had its own body corresponding to 
its face. Speaking in favor of the latter view, perhaps, is the fact that only with regards to 
the third animal’s face does it say: καὶ τὸ τρίτον ζῷον ἔχων τὸ πρόσωπον ὡς ἀνθρώπου 
(4:7), whereas for each of the rest of the ζῷα, the likeness (ὅµοιον) is ascribed according 
to its general appearance (v. 8). Yet, on the other hand, mention that the fourth animal 
was like a flying eagle (ἀετῷ πετοµένῳ) leads one to propose that the comparison extends 
only to the eagle’s ability to fly. Following suit, the rest of the animals are then 
understood principally on account of the aspect of physical strength or the quality which 
they embody – i.e., the bull as a symbol of labor, the lion of power and strength, and so 
forth. Therefore, it is probable that all of the “animals” were, indeed, human-like, with 
the exception of their faces.  
Comparing all of the aforementioned descriptions of the cherubic image reveals 
the following differences: 1) a composed, complex appearance is given only in Ezekiel 
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and Revelation, and thus only in the visions; 2) in Ezekiel, the human image of the 
Cherubim prevails as the main type; in Revelation, this image is presented on a par with 
other forms; 3) the Cherubim of the Tabernacle and Temple have two wings each, those 
of Ezekiel four, and those of Revelation six.  
We now arrive at a crucially important point in the discussion of this thesis. 
Bearing these various cherubic appearances in mind, some researchers state that the 
mutability and instability of the cherubic image is necessary to the very essence of the 
matter: “the very idea of the Cherubim,” according to Bähr, “is the idea of diversity and 
mutability.”35 On the opposite side, other researchers and interpreters stand for the 
essential unity of the cherubic image, amidst all of its alternations.36 Interpreters of the 
latter opinion have produced a series of studies attempting to clarify the aforementioned 
differences such that these differences are, as far as possible, smoothed over or 
completely annihilated. Thus, some ancient commentators interpreted the word םי ִ֜נָפ 
(p̄ānîm) in Ezekiel not as a face in its primary sense but only as a general view (הֶאְרַמ; 
mar’eh), or as a hybrid element. Further, they considered the four Cherubim of Ezekiel to 
be hybrid figures, such that each Cherubim had all four elements: the face or head was 
conceived of as human, the neck as a lion’s, the wings an eagle’s, and the feet those of a 
bull.37 Yet such a horrendous composition, which is justified by reference to the 
                                                
35 Bähr, Symbolik, I, 312ff.  
36 Hengstenberg, The Prophecies of the Prophet Ezekiel Elucidated, 502.  
37 Grotius, 1675, I, 130: “videtur, facies fuisse hominis, alae aquilinae, leonis iubae, quae sunt 
quattuor species (םי ִ֜נָפ; pänîm).” Cf. Johannis Spenceri, De Legibus Hebraeorum Ritualibus Earumque 
Rationibus, Libri Quatuor (Tübingen, 1732), 835ff.  
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peculiarities of eastern thought as juxtaposed with western, is not justified by the text of 
the description of Ezekiel’s visions.  
On the contrary, other researchers, interpreting םי ִ֜נָפ (p̄ānîm) in its primary sense, 
have tried to prove that even the Cherubim of the Holy of Holies had three faces. 
Hermann Schultz says:  
The images of the Cherubim in Ezekiel point to the primordial, folk tradition which 
Ezekiel could not have changed. … Therefore, I think that also the Cherubim of the Holy 
of Holies had a hybrid appearance: human face and body, neck of a lion, wings of an 
eagle that they were spreading over the Ark, and the feet of a bull.38 
In reconstructing the cherubic image, many researchers depart from Ezekiel’s 
description of the visions (Chapters 1 and 10) and from there fill in what is lacking in the 
description of the Temple Cherubim, on the basis—accepted by Schultz as well—that 
Ezekiel as a priestly son must have known the traditions concerning the Mosaic 
Cherubim and could not have arbitrarily changed traditions affirmed in the symbolism of 
the Temple cult.39 Schultz says:  
If the hybrid image of the imagination existed in the folk tradition, it was quite easy and 
natural for Ezekiel to change and to further develop that image according to the purpose 
of its representation, for instance, from the image whose body presented feet of a bull, 
wings of an eagle and neck of a lion, to create a winged image with a four-partite face. 
Yet, to make out of a purely human image a complex image of an animal which he 
himself calls by that name—that kind of thing, it seems to me, oversteps the limits of 
permitted widening of symbolism and, first of all, for a prophet for whom the ancient 
idea would have been both well-known and, doubtless, sacred.40 
                                                
38 Schultz, Alttestamentliche Theologie, 1:342.  
39 Friedrich Jakob Züllig, Die Cherubim-Wagen (Heidelberg: Winter, 1832); Daniel Bonifacius 
von Haneberg, Religiösen Alterhümer der Bibel (Munich: Cotta, 1869), 197; Bähr, Symbolik des 
Mosaischen Cultus, 378.  
40 Schultz, Alttestamentliche Theologie, 1869, I, 342.  
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But if Schultz supposes that the traditional image of the Cherubim was of some hybrid 
animal figure, then Ezekiel no doubt was allowed a very essential alternation in his 
vision, since the overall appearance of תֹויַּח (ḥayyōwṯ) was human (Ezek 1:5). At the same 
time, transposing Ezekiel’s description to the Cherubim of the Holy of Holies—according 
to the note of Gustav Oehler and Eduard Riehm41—is also impossible, because there 
would not be room enough for such a complexly formed image atop the Ark of the 
Covenant.  
Finally, other researchers consider the overall appearance of the Cherubim to be 
human: the four faces, which are exclusive to the Cherubim of the visions, represent 
prophetic-visionary additamenta serving the symbolic purposes of those visions.42 
In light of the definite differences between witnesses to the cherubic image in the 
Hebrew Bible, which have produced such a diversity of opinions on the subject, the 
following question naturally arises: does the Hebrew Bible possess a stable image of the 
Cherubim at all, and if it does, how can the aforementioned differences be explained? We 
have already noted that in the historical books (Exodus, 1 Kings, 2 Chronicles), only the 
positions and qualitative relationships of the cherubic statutes are indicated (see for 
instance 2 Chr 3:13). Their outer appearance is presupposed to be known by the reader 
and is not described in detail. Therefore, it is possible to say that, namely in Judaic plastic 
art and in the religious symbolism of the Hebrew Bible, the image of the Cherubim has 
                                                
41 Gustav Friedrich Oehler, Theologie Des Alten Testaments (Stuttgart: J.F. Steinkopf, 1891), 416.  
42 E.g., Oehler, Theology of the Old Testament, in “Theology of Prophetism,” 446 ff. 
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probably taken on a certain immutability and homogeneity at least with regard to the 
main features, and, together with that, also an official form, which became the traditional 
resting point for subsequent views. The Prophet Ezekiel, having first referred to the 
mysterious creatures he saw by the generic and indefinite name תֹויַּח (ḥayyōwṯ), says after 
his second vision: “and I recognized that these were the Cherubim” (10:20), obviously 
presupposing some firm, traditional view of the cherubic image amongst his 
contemporaries. Yet Ezekiel’s representation of the תֹויַּח (ḥayyōwṯ) in his visions could 
barely have been the traditional idea. Although in the latter part of his vision he calls 
them the Cherubim, in his depiction, the presence of many purely symbolic elements is 
obvious. Such symbolic elements include the fiery wheels, the quaternary numbers (four 
being a symbolic number), the fiery blaze, the eyes covering the entire body, and so forth. 
These elements could not have belonged to the tradition of the Cherubim and were 
prophetic additamenta, serving the prophetic purposes of the vision. This point, however, 
does not mean that the prophet arbitrarily changed the cherubic image.43 
Some scholars try to anticipate this point with a hypothesis about the identity of 
the Cherubim-תֹויַּח (ḥayyōwṯ) with the Cherubim of the Holy of Holies. Yet others 
consider such “intentional fictions” quite possible and natural in light of the prophetic 
and visionary character of the chapters in Ezekiel that describe the תֹויַּח (ḥayyōwṯ). In 
reality, though, the vision is something objective. The prophet only describes with great 
                                                
43 Johann Peter Lange (see Lange, Theologisch-homiletisches Bibelwerk [Leipzig: Bielefeld, 
Velhagen und Klasing, 1857], 46). In reality, a vision is something objective; the prophet only describes 
with greatest care that which appeared in his contemplative state; thus, there could be no talk of inventions.  
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care that which was presented to his contemplation; thus, pure inventions—such as are 
suggested by prophetic “psychology” or the “continuity theme”—are hardly possible.  
Moreover, even the framework of prophetic psychology and the continuity theme 
include a traditional, normative image of the Cherubim with which the prophetic visions 
correlate in some non-obvious way. What is the correct view of the relationship between 
Ezekiel’s Cherubim and the traditional image? It is probable that the peculiar 
composition of Ezekiel’s Cherubim refers essentially only to the four faces. These facial 
differences do not provide compelling evidence of an overall animalistic appearance of 
the Cherubim, but should be considered symbolic additions, serving the special purposes 
of the vision.44 The “title” תֹויַּח (ḥayyōwṯ) does not preclude identification of Ezekiel’s 
Cherubim with the Cherubim of the Torah. ָהיָח (ḥāyāh) bears not just the narrow sense of 
an “animal” (θηρίον), but also a wider one, of a living creature, ζῷον, animans. In Rev 
4:7 the name ζῷον is given to the third creature, which according to the apostle John was 
human-like. And in rabbinic literature, the title תֹויַּח (ḥayyōwṯ) is applied to angels fairly 
frequently.45 It is self-evident that this living title could not have been applied to the 
Cherubim of the Tabernacle and the Temple simply as works of art. Yet it could have 
been given, for example, to the Cherubim of Eden, who were set up to guard human 
                                                
44 “Facies illas,” says Riehm, “non pertinere ad propriam cheruborum formam, sed manifestis de 
causis imagini a majoribus traditae a propheta esse additas” (De natura et notione symbolica Cheruborum 
[Balmer et Riehm, 1864], 4). 
45 Jacobi Ode cites many spots from the latest Jewish commentaries in which the angels are 
designated as ḥayyōwṯ (תֹויַּח) (Commentarius de Angelis [Matthaeum Visch, 1739], 81). 
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access to the source of eternal life (םִייַּחַה ץֵע; ‘êṣ haḥayyîm), and who therefore, like the 
Cherubim of Ezekiel, were acting in closest relationship to the idea of life. 
But of course we need look for a solidly formed traditional type of cherubic 
appearance neither in the image of Eden’s Cherubim, nor in the תֹויַּח (ḥayyōwṯ) of 
Ezekiel, nor in the Cherubim mentioned in the Psalms. If such an appearance existed at 
all, it could come up only in the Cherubim of the Tabernacle. The character of the 
worship cult ascribed in Mosaic laws, in which, on the one hand, all of the details had 
been stipulated—including, certainly, such an essential attribute of the Holy of Holies as 
the representation of the Cherubim—and in which, on the other hand, anything pagan 
was decisively rejected, serves as proof that plastic and other depictions of the Tabernacle 
and the Temple were not mere imitations of heathen models but reproductions of views 
honored by tradition and likely confirmed in a special revelation to Moses on Sinai.46 
Contemporary western scholars agree to acknowledge as a point of departure in 
Cherubim research precisely the witness of the book of Exodus to the Tabernacle 
Cherubim on the basis of differentiating between Elohistic and Yahwistic sources in the 
Pentateuch.47 Yet, partly in lieu of the aforementioned disposition of many scholars 
towards identifying the appearance of Ezekiel’s תֹויַּח (ḥayyōwṯ) with that of the Cherubim 
                                                
46 Cf. Exod 25:8: “And have them make me a sanctuary, so that I may dwell among them”; cf. also 
Heb 8:5: “They offer worship in a sanctuary that is a sketch and shadow of the heavenly one; for Moses, 
when he was about to erect the tent, was warned, ‘See that you make everything according to the pattern 
that was shown you on the mountain.’” Flavius Josephus, having said that the Cherubim in the Holy of 
Holies bore an appearance that no mortal had ever seen, adds: “but Moses declared that he got the 
likenesses from the faces that he saw by God’s throne” (Judean Antiquities, tr. Louis H. Feldman [Leiden: 
Brill, 1999], III.6.5). 
47 Riehm, “Die Cherubim,” 403–7.  
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of the Holy of Holies, and partly because of real or imagined connections between 
biblical conceptions of the Cherubim and the mythological views of antiquity, many 
western scholars view the Cherubim of the Holy of Holies either as a hybrid of images of 
several animals or as simple, uncomplicated images of animals.48 Do these views have a 
biblical and historical basis?  
According to Schultz, the fact that the Cherubim of the Tabernacle and the 
Temple are conceived as something known to the sculptors, and therefore living from 
primordial times in popular imagination, allows him to suggest that they were understood 
namely as something like sphinxes, winged bulls and such, things easily replicated by 
anyone, and not a human image, which at any rate would require a detailed indication of 
a facial expression.49 Yet why could namely only compositions of creatures have been 
replicated as widely known figures, when simple, uncomplicated figures of people and 
animals are encountered among monuments of ancient art just as frequently and in the 
same stereotypical forms as hybrid animal images? Regarding the supposition that facial 
                                                
48 I already cited the opinion of Schultz (Alttestamentliche Theologie, 1:337) that the Cherubim of 
the Tabernacle and the Temple were composite images on the bullocks’ feet, having leonine necks and 
human corpora, with aquiline wings spread out towards the sanctuary. F. Friedrich agrees with this 
interpretation and gives special meaning to the wings, considering them something as Yahweh’s throne. 
According to Zuellig, “it is likely that the original Cherubim had two legs, and was a winged young bullock 
with human face and hands” (Die Cherubim-Wagen, 19). Riehm says: “it is impossible that the cherubim 
(cf. Ps 17) could be thought of namely as bird-like, and that such representation could be considered the 
original one” (“Die Cherubim,” 438; cf. Dillmann-Schenkel Bibellexicon, vol. 1, 510). Vatke considers the 
Cherubim image to be like the griff (Die biblische Theologie, 328). George Benedikt Winer concludes from 
Gen 3:24 that the image of the Cherub had hands, hence also from Ezekiel’s vision it follows that the 
Cherubim had the appearance of a sphinx, or a figure with human face and hands (Biblisches 
Realwoerterbuch, I [Leipzig: Reclam, 1847], 262). The Cherub image also being identified with the winged 
bullocks and lions found at archeological excavations (Vigouroux, Schrader, Lenormant and others).  
49 Schultz, Alttestamentliche Theologie, 1:337.  
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expression was a condition of plastic replication of a human figure, one may point out 
that such was not a task of plastic art in the ancient world. For example, the goal of 
Assyrian art is the reproduction of reality; any aesthetic regarding facial expression is 
foreign to it.50 Therefore, in the Hebrew’s plastic replication of the Cherubim, no 
particular facial indication was required, even if—as is most likely—the Cherubim were 
conceived as human-like creatures.51 Furthermore, against Schultz’s thought that human-
like images could not have existed in the Holy of Holies since by the spirit of Mosaic 
Law they could have given cause to idolatry, it could be said that the composition of 
animal elements which he presupposes, due to the fact that nothing of the kind is 
encountered in nature, would have given even greater cause to idolatry.  
From the history of the Israelite cult it is known that the idolatry of the Jews 
usually took the form of adoring animal images from the Egyptian cult, principally, the 
calves. This circumstance is incorrectly taken as proof of a certain look of the Cherubim 
by numerous scholars, such as Johannes Lundius and especially Friedrich Züllig. “The 
appearance of the calf of the original cherub,” says the latter,  
is confirmed by the analogy of the common historic symbolism. Not just with the Jews, 
but also with the Egyptians, Greeks, Neapolitans, and the Sicilians, we can trace 
                                                
50 Cf. Samuel Kramer’s description of Babylonian and Assyrian depictions of human faces: 
“…rather immobile face and expressionless features” in S. Kramer, Cradle of Civilization (Nederland: 
Time Life Books) 1969, 67.  
51 Speaking of identifying the cherubic image with the mythological images and art figures of 
ancient peoples, it should be noted that Assyriologists, Egyptologists and other scholars, generally 
construct the cherubic image a priori, modeling it after pagan representations and concepts. That is, they 
presuppose by default the essential identity of the Cherubim with pagan representations. The question of 
inner or essential identity is then resolved with reference to this constructed outer image of the Cherubim. 
The lack of a scholarly merit in such reconstructions is obvious. 
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symbolic adoration of a calf. What concerns the Jews, there was no other idolatry more 
attractive than the cult of the calf, as we know from the history of the golden calf.52 
Yet what commonality is shared between the cherubic images established in the Holy of 
Holies by command of God himself and the people’s idolatry described by the Pentateuch 
as fornication?53 Even if the Cherubim were cultic objects, Zullig’s statement that the 
Cherubim looked like calves would not be proven.  
If, therefore, attempts to prove a typical cherubic image as a composition of 
animal elements are unsuccessful, then what appearance should be considered original 
and typical? Even with all the scarcity of information on the subject, exegetical and 
historical Jewish tradition overwhelmingly presents the Cherubim as anthropomorphic. 
Here we have in mind neither Josephus, who, as was mentioned before, would either call 
the Cherubim winged animals or translate “Cherubim” with “ἀετός,” nor Philo, who 
would call the Cherubim ambiguously “the winged images.”54 On the contrary, the 
anthropomorphic view of the Cherubim prevails among the Jewish rabbis. According to 
Ibn-Ezra (Commentary on Exod 25:18), certain Jewish interpreters would ascribe to the 
Cherubim the appearance of winged youths. This idea is based on an etymology of the 
word “Cherubim” common among ancient rabbis and still current in the Christian 
Church, according to which the word is composed כ ר ב י א  (kaf resh bet yod aleph)—ut 
                                                
52 Züllig, Die Cherubim-Wagen, 23. 
53 Leviticus 17:7 reads: “that they may no longer offer their sacrifices for goat-demons, to whom 
they prostitute themselves.” 
54 Philo speaks about the Cherubim in two tractates: De Cherubim, 108–19 and De vita Mosis, 
602–96. According to А. Олесницкий (“Ветхозаветный Храм в Иерусалиме,” 168) [A. Olesnitsky (“The 
Old Testament Temple”)], Philo had a more correct idea about the Egyptian sphinxes, than about the 
Cherubim of Moses.  
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adolescens. But further, the Jews supposed that one of the Cherubim upon the Ark of the 
Covenant bore the image of a man, and the other of a woman, to express the tender love 
of YHWH towards the Jewish Temple—a love similar to that of a husband for his wife.55 
Bracha Yaniv, in her article “The Cherubim on Torah Ark Valances” notes that  
the designer could consult the commentary Shem Tov on this passage, where we read: 
“The cherubim in the ark were formed as male and female, in the form of human beings 
with wings.” (This commentary, written by R. Joseph b. Shem Tov (or by his son?), was 
first printed in Venice, 1551, and since then became a regular feature in traditional 
editions of the Guide.56 
Maimonides even considered all the faces of Ezekiel’s Cherubim to be human and to bear 
only a certain likeness to the face of a lion and the other animals.57 In the Midrashim, the 
Cherubim of Ezekiel are identified with the four archangels; consequently, like the 
archangels, they are conceived of as anthropomorphic.58 
To conclude this discussion of the cherubic image, we dwell upon the decisive 
moments in the biblical text, in history, and in Jewish plastic art which prove our 
hypothesis, namely, that the Hebrew Bible’s main and original conception of the 
Cherubim was human or anthropomorphic. The presence in the Holy of Holies— 
understood both as the image of Eden and the place of God’s special presence—of animal 
images—contradicts the key biblical idea of oikoumene, that only human beings are 
                                                
55 Johannes Lundius, Die Alten Jüdischen Heiligthümer Gottesdienste und Gewohnheiten 
(Gottfried Liebernickel, 1738), 40.  
56 Bracha Yaniv, “The Cherubim on Torah Ark Valances,” Assaph: Studies in Art History 4 
(1999): 165, 168. 
57 Lundius, Die Alten Jüdischen, 16.  
58 Jacob Hamburger, Real-Encyclopädie für Bible und Talmud (Strelitz: G. Barnweiss, 1870), 215.  
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members of the kingdom of God. If the Cherubim, according to Jewish belief, are 
creatures of the upper spiritual world, then, like angels in general – who appear to people 
only in a human image – the Cherubim could only be anthropomorphic in their historical 
type. And since the notion of the Cherubim was solidified in a single image only in the 
plastic representations in the Tabernacle and the Temple, it would be least appropriate to 
import symbolic features from the animal kingdom here, especially since such features 
would remind the Israelites of equivalent mythological and cultic images from the 
pagans, whereas the complete separation of Israel from the pagan world comprises the 
main idea of Mosaic Law. In particular, as had already been noted, the entire arrangement 
of the Tabernacle was defined by the norm given to Moses in a special revelation, as is 
seen in Exod 25:40: “And see that you make them according to the pattern for them, 
which is being shown you on the mountain.” The same, of course, may also be said of the 
composition of the Cherubim. And what was said regarding the Cherubim atop the Ark of 
the Covenant is also true of the colossal statues erected by Solomon in the Holy of 
Holies, as these were essentially identical to those on the Ark. It is also true of the 
Cherubim on the Temple ornaments. The Cherubim on the doors of Solomon’s Temple 
were placed together with representations of lions and bullocks, and therefore it may be 
assumed that they were different from lions and bullocks both in their faces and in other 
parts of their bodies. And if only the human image was appropriate for the Cherubim 
within the Tabernacle and the Temple, then mention of their wings, as we have seen, does 
not mean that they possessed an eagle’s body, as is alleged.  
  
61 
 
Turning more closely to the structure of the Cherubim, again we find that only a 
human body could fit the purpose. The colossal statues of the Cherubim in Solomon’s 
Temple were ten cubits high. Yet the length of a lion’s body, as well as a calf’s, well 
exceeds its height, and such proportions are regularly and clearly expressed in Eastern 
art, as may be seen in monuments of Assyrian art. If, therefore, the statues of the 
Cherubim had calves’ bodies, they would have held an absolutely non-symmetrical and 
dominant position within the Holy of Holies. The same idea holds when applied to the 
Cherubim atop the Ark of the Covenant. The latter, according to the text, had to spread 
over the תֶֹרפַּכַּה (ḵappōreṯ). Yet could we be talking about “spreading over” if the 
Cherubim are conceived akin to the winged lions and bulls of Assyrian monuments, when 
the Assyrian wings always adjoin the body, are not represented as outspread (as even the 
Cherubim in Ezekiel are) and, in proportion to the entire body, are insignificant in length? 
At one and the same time, covering only a small part of the תֶֹרפַּכַּה (ḵappōreṯ) cannot also 
be called “spreading over” it. And finally, in lieu of the essential likeness that 
Assyriologists presuppose between the cherubic image and the image of Assyrian winged 
figures, very important is the fact that just as the Cherubim of Eden, so also the Cherubim 
of Ezekiel, according to the testimonies of Chapter 1 and especially Chapter 10, have 
hands. These members of the body, which belong exclusively to human beings and 
correspond only to human characteristics, speak clearly of the prevailing significance of 
the human body, corresponding to their spiritual qualities. In Assyro-Babylonian animal 
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compositions, which some view as prototypes of the Cherubim,59 the head is seldom 
absent, but hands are never encountered. And if some look for cherubic prototypes in 
Egyptian sphinxes, which had hands—and here, of course, one cannot be thinking of 
Ezekiel’s Cherubim—then what has already been said against the likeness of the 
Cherubim in images of Assyro-Babylonian plastic art may be reiterated.  
And so, corresponding to the traditional Israeli notion, the original image of the 
Cherubim was human. In complete agreement with this assessment stands the remark of 
prophet Ezekiel that the main view of the Cherubim looked like a human being. Thus, the 
conclusion is supported both in the historical books and in prophetic visions. One might 
add that the latter, according to the spirit of biblical prophecy, must be viewed objectively 
and not as a subjective fantasy. Even though the image of the Cherubim witnessed by 
Ezekiel was amplified by many symbolic traits, he soon enough recognizes the Cherubim 
as the Cherubim—partly because of his profound pondering upon the vision’s 
significance, and partly because the essential cherubic image was familiar to him, just as 
it was to his contemporaries.  
  
                                                
59 Henstenberg, Winer, Vatke, Oehler and others.  
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CHAPTER 2: AN ANALYSIS OF THE CHERUBIC CHARACTERISTICS 
This chapter is dedicated to the exploration of two issues: first, discussion of the 
cherubic nature, based on descriptions in the major pericopes involving the Cherubim; 
and second, discussion of the symbolic meanings which lay behind each occurrence and 
then also of the symbolic meanings of the Cherubim at large. 
Regarding the matter of the essence or nature of the Cherubim, primary 
importance should be ascribed to qualities and characteristics common to all of the 
biblical texts in which the Cherubim are discussed. Certainly, these biblical concepts are 
too dynamic and full of life to be preserved as mummies, always appearing in one and the 
same form, and the diverse entourage of images in which the Cherubim appear in various 
biblical episodes assumes and implies without saying some development of the cherubic 
image. Regional variations cannot be responsible for all the variety of the cherubic 
visage, taking into account critical canonical approach that we have chosen. Moreover, 
regional variations would be greatly suppressed and neutralized by the requirements of 
canonicity: centralized worship has always tried to level regional variations. The very 
essence of the Cherubim is itself manifested gradually and from different angles within 
those episodes. Such an evolutionary type of disclosure may be a characteristic and 
typical way of biblical representation (in contrast to the static pagan way), for a 
monotonous appearance of a member of the heavenly court in stereotyped form would 
give the erroneous perception that this form is a part of its spiritual nature—a conclusion 
which is quintessentially idolatrous. Thus the dynamism inherent in the biblical portrayal 
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of the Cherubim is part of an overall biblical understanding of spiritual nature, as also of 
divine nature. This dynamism is also perhaps itself a significant source of the hostility to 
images found in the Bible, the root of which may be expressed as follows: “the idea was 
that the essence of the true God could not be reduced to an image made from human 
hands.”1 Morton Smith, in his essay “On the Differences Between the Culture of Israel,” 
notes the distinctiveness of this view for Israel when he speaks of “many important 
characteristics of Israelite literature and religion, characteristics that distinguish the 
Israelite tradition sharply from those of Egypt and Mesopotamia (for instance, the 
hostility to images).”2 Theodorus Vriezen, in The Religion of Ancient Israel, also 
underlines this ultimate otherness of the religion of ancient Israel: 
Despite the many tokens of an affinity with the religions all around, it is amply clear that 
Israel’s religion is something altogether different from them. … Israel’s religion was not 
static like the Egyptian, but dynamic. … Although there is a knowledge of God and 
although the Old Testament assumes some form to the Godhead, God cannot and must 
not be delineated by men. Yahweh will not be tied to any kind of embodiment in pictorial 
or representational form: finitum non capax infiniti.3 
Thus, even though the members of the divine court can at times, unlike Yahweh, appear 
in relief and plastic art, there remains a sense of fluidity, of intentional diversity behind 
the depictions, which expresses, essentially, the impossibility of delineating the divine.  
The task of capturing essential cherubic characteristics from their diverse 
representation throughout the Hebrew Bible, therefore, calls for a holistic approach, one 
                                                
1 Joseph Lam, “The Biblical Creation in its Ancient Near Eastern Context,” accessed November 1, 
2012, Biologos.org/uploads/projects/lam_scholarly_essay.pdf. 
2 Morton Smith, Studies in the Cult of Yahweh (Leiden: Brill, 1996), 35. 
3 Theodorus C. Vriezen, The Religion of Ancient Israel (Cambridge: James Clark & Co, 2002), 
71–76. 
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which seeks to gather together the features common to all cherubic occurrences. Doing so 
precludes the likelihood of a biased or one-sided, and hence fallacious, interpretation of 
the subject. To avoid this fallacy, it is necessary to avoid dwelling exclusively on one 
particular occurrence, and instead attempt to single out individual moments in all of the 
episodes, while distinguishing the general from the particular, so that, later on, the most 
salient and important features may be perceived as a unified, integral image. 
 
1. Biblical Descriptions of the Cherubim 
A. The Cherubim in Genesis 3:24 
The point of departure for expositing the biblical presentation of the Cherubim is 
found in the Book of Genesis, where the text witnesses to Yahweh’s appointing of the 
Cherubim to guard the Garden of Eden (Gen 3:24). This narrative is the first to mention 
the Cherubim in the biblical canon, and it holds special significance because here the 
Cherubim may be observed as creatures acting in primeval history (Gen 1–11). The 
Cherubim of the Garden of Eden became the foundation for subsequent cherubic 
episodes, such as those in the Mosaic Ark of the Covenant, in the clouds (i.e., the well-
known expressions mentioned in the Psalms, e.g. 18:10, 68:4, 80:1, 99:1, 104:3), and in 
the prophetic visions.4 
                                                
4 It is not certain that Gen 3:24 is the earliest material in terms of the historical-critical analysis, 
but within the canonical framework, it would be right to adhere to the correct historical or genetic (no pun 
intended) course of research. Doing so means not taking the sculptured images of the Cherubim in the 
Temple as the point of departure, but Gen 3:24. This verse is the most ancient mention of the Cherubim as 
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So, what are the Cherubim of Gen 3:24? It is not probable that Yahweh placed the 
Cherubim as temporary inhabitants of Eden, even though the verb ןֵכְַּשׁיַּו (wayyaškên; 
hiphil form of ןַכָשׁ) can have the meaning of installing, housing, settling, making to 
dwell.5 In this instance, however, ןֵכְַּשׁיַּו (wayyaškên) occurs within a phrase in which such 
interpretation cannot survive, else the words ןֶדֵע־ןַגְל םֶדֶקִּמ (miqqeḏem ləәḡan-‘êḏen) would 
make no sense whatsoever.  
An important clue regarding these Cherubim is found in the fire and sword, as 
Alice Wood points out in her insightful analysis:  
The significance of the pairing of the “flame” with the cherubim requires a more detailed 
examination. The exact meaning of תֶכֶפַּהְתִמַּה בֶרֶחַה טַהַל [lahaṭ haḥereḇ hammiṯhappeḵeṯ] is 
difficult to ascertain. Although hitherto glossed as “flame,” the meaning of the three 
words and their syntactical relationship to each other are obscure. The meaning of the 
first word, טַה ַ֤ל [lahaṭ], is, at first glance, relatively uncomplicated. Although this noun 
does not appear elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible, the verb טַה ַ֤ל [lahaṭ] occurs quite 
frequently and has the meaning “burn.” It can refer to literal burning (e.g. Ps 106:18) and, 
in poetic texts, it can be used figuratively, in connection with God’s judgment (e.g. Isa 
42:25). Thus טַה ַ֤ל [lahaṭ] probably has the meaning “flame” or “flaming.” Yet there could 
be an additional nuance attached to the word which can only be grasped by looking to the 
use of the synonymous term בַה ַ֫ל [lahaḇ]. This noun can mean “flame” but it can also 
refer to a “blade” or “tip” of a weapon, as it does in Judg 3:22, Job 39:23, and Nah 3:3. 
The semantic overlap is probably due to the similarity in shape between a flame and a 
blade. The fact that such an overlap exists in the synonym בַה ַ֫ל [lahaḇ], together with the 
fact that טַה ַ֤ל [lahaṭ] occurs here in construct relationship with the noun בֶר ֶ֛ח [ḥereḇ], 
obliges us to consider translating טַה ַ֤ל [lahaṭ] as “blade.”6 
                                                                                                                                            
relayed into primeval history and as connected with the Edenic narratives common to the wide circle of the 
ancient world; as such, it should be considered primordial. This early mention pursues its aim of depicting 
the Cherubim with their ancient characteristics and overall significance, especially in coinciding with the 
analogies of other ancient symbols and also in forming the basis for the images of Ezekiel’s תֹויַּח (ḥayyōwṯ). 
It is more likely based upon the reality depicted in Gen 3:24 that the Cherubim then migrated to plastic 
images in the Temple, as opposed to the other way around (becoming ζῷα or תֹויַּח [ḥayyōwṯ] out of 
sculptures).  
5 Cf. Ps 78:55 (  ַיַּון ֵ֥כְּשׁ ; wayyaškên; made to dwell); Job 11:14 (הָלְוַע ךָיֶלָֹהאְבּ ןֵכְּשַׁתּ־לאְַו; wəә’al-taškên 
bəә’ōhāleḵā ‘awlāh). 
6 Wood, Of Wings and Wheels, 53.  
  
67 
 
The relationship between the sword,  ֙בֶר ֶ֙חַה (haḥereḇ), and טַהַ֤ל (lahaṭ) yields two variants: 
the blade of the sword or the flame of the sword. Even though the blade of the sword 
appears at first to be a more natural expression, the choice should be made with a lectio 
difficilior approach in mind, especially insofar as elements of nature are frequently 
employed as Yahweh’s weapons.7 Thus a fiery sword would be appropriate here, where 
the Cherubim is placed to guard the Tree of Life from human access. This interpretation 
leans against reading ןֵכְַּשׁיַּו (wayyaškên) as “making to dwell”: what is the need of the fire 
and sword in combination with the notion of “settling”? Rather, the fire and sword point 
to the act of guarding. It is only probable, therefore, that the Cherubim were placed as the 
guardians of Eden, not inhabitants. Access to the Tree of Life, in particular, was what 
was being guarded, with the purpose of preclusion, of making eternal life impossible for 
the transgressors; verse 22 reads: “Then the Lord God said, ‘See, the man has become 
like one of us, knowing good and evil; and now, he might reach out his hand and take 
also from the Tree of Life, and eat, and live forever.’” The question behind Yahweh’s 
desire to prevent humans from living forever, as well as the issue of the possible 
consequences of eternal life for humankind, have been perennially debated by scholars 
and theologians. To pursue the issue, it would be necessary to include in the discussion 
the other tree, as a clear parallelism exists between the Tree of Knowledge and the Tree 
of Life.  
                                                
7 Gen 6:17; 19:24; Ps 104:3; 148:8; Isa 30:30; Jer 21:14; Joel 1. 
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One parallel consequence of eating from either tree is the acquisition of certain 
divine qualities. Genesis 3:22 and 3:5 tell us that in eating the fruit of the Tree of 
Knowledge, men become “like God, knowing good and evil.”8 The property of “living 
forever” is evidently another divine attribute. Even though the text does not state this 
point explicitly, the parallelism between the two trees points to this conclusion. Another 
intertextual biblical indication that “living forever” is exclusively a divine prerogative—
and not a human one—is found in Deuteronomy. The formula “As I live forever” occurs 
in Deut 32:40, in an oath in which Yahweh is stating his divine legitimacy, existence and 
reality. At times “living forever” is used with regards to a king, as a wish expressed by 
his subject. For instance, 1 Kgs 1:31 reads: “Then Bathsheba bowed with her face to the 
ground, and did obeisance to the king, and said, “May my lord King David live forever!” 
Similarly, in Neh 2:3 the prophet recounts: “I said to the king, ‘May the king live 
forever!’” Yet these royal usages most likely indicate a formula reserved for divine 
kingship and not mortals.  
Thus, acquiring the knowledge of good and evil elevated human beings towards 
divinity, and, in parallel fashion, eating of the Tree of Life and living forever would serve 
the same effect. James Barr claims that acquiring the knowledge of good and evil has 
given humanity a divine edge that distinguishes humans from animals.9 To protect the 
                                                
8 Interesting here is the use of the word “Elohim,” as opposed to “Yahweh-Elohim,” as the former 
perhaps points to an unspecified divine, rather than a solely Yahwistic property. The serpent speaking to 
Eve in Gen 3:1–5 uses “Elohim” as well. 
9 James Barr, The Garden of Eden and the Hope of Immortality (London: SCM Press, 1992), 62–
63. 
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order of creation, Yahweh must, then, preclude fallen humanity from obtaining another 
property distinguishing divinity from humanity. And so the Cherubim and the fiery sword 
are set to guard access to the Tree of Life. Humans have already gained the divine 
property of knowing good and evil, and the Cherubim with the fiery sword are defending 
the potential further access to immortality, another divine quality. They function as 
borderline guides serving to protect the order of creation.  
Nothing in Gen 3:24 suggests that the fiery sword and the Cherubim were created 
merely to guard access to the Tree of Life; the implication, rather, is that these are some 
form of primordial divine beings upon whom Yahweh calls to implement his orders, such 
as, in this case, guarding the border between human and divine realms. Preserving this 
order is the underlying biblical idea of the ontological abomination of mixing the 
unmixable.10 Thus, while the Cherubim may not have been created to guard the Tree of 
Life, it could be deduced or generalized that one of their functions is preventing evil. Not 
only is this idea substantiated by the verb רַמָשׁ (šāmar), but it is intensified by endowing 
the Cherubim with a fiery sword or flame, which is either a weapon or a warrior of 
Yahweh.11 In a passing but certain statement, Claus Westermann notes that “God has the 
tree of life guarded by cherubim … and by a flickering flaming sword, a weapon 
                                                
10 For instance, this idea is present also within the primordial history of Gen 1–11, in the story of 
the Nephilim.  
11 Hendel argues that this is more than a weapon but a minor deity, standing side by side with the 
Cherubim (“‘The Flame of the Whirling Sword’: a Note on Genesis 3:24,” Journal of Biblical Literature 
104, no. 4 [1985]: 671–74). He proceeds from the word “flame,” the meaning of the name of a West 
Semitic god, Reshep.  
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conceived as an independent being, also a mythical image.”12 Whether it is a weapon or a 
warrior has been debated, though what is clear is that the fiery sword is quite a powerful 
and menacing means of protection. Thus, the Cherubim preclude humans from returning 
to their original mode of life, to a henceforth impossible degree of proximity between 
Yahweh and his creatures. The placing of Cherubim to guard this territory signifies a new 
and different level of human-divine relations. Sharing the same realm has become 
inaccessible; there are now two domains, with the border secured by Cherubim. 
 
B. The Cherubim in the Temple 
It is interesting, however, that the relief representations of the Cherubim in the 
Temple and Tabernacle, both of which are sacred domains of Yahweh, do not seem to 
present the Cherubim as fulfilling the same functions of marking boundaries and 
guarding the sacred, as was the case in the Garden of Eden. The colossal statues of the 
Cherubim, standing upright with faces towards the Temple and spreading their wings 
over the entire width of the ריִבְדּ (dəәḇîr), including the Ark of the Covenant, (see 1 Sam 
8:7; 1 Chr 28:18; 2 Chr 5:7) do not appear to be guards. An important detail supporting 
this reading is that the Cherubim statues stood not at the entrance to the ריִבְדּ (dəәḇîr) but 
in the middle of the Holy of Holies. The ancient Israelite idea of God is quite foreign to 
the notion of a divinity in need of guards for his Temple, and the guarding of the 
Tabernacle entrusted to the Levites (Num 1:55; 8:19) is no analogy to the mythological 
                                                
12 Claus Westermann, Genesis: a Practical Commentary (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1986), 28.  
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and supernatural guardians of divine treasures, a role sometimes ascribed to the 
Cherubim.  
The true meaning of “spreading over” could be understood, instead, from the 
intimate relation of the Cherubim to the glory of Yahweh, which makes itself manifest 
within the Holy of Holies. Essential here is the great proximity of the Cherubim to the 
glory, the shechina, appearing in the Holy of Holies, and this not solely with regard to the 
magnificent cherubic statues of the תֶֹרפַּכַּה (ḵappōreṯ). While the Cherubim on the תֶֹרפַּכַּה 
(ḵappōreṯ) spread over it (Exod 25:20; 37:89), the Cherubim statues similarly spread over 
the Ark of the Covenant (1 Kgs 8:7; 1 Chr 28:18; 2 Chr 5:7). The Ark, of course, stands 
in a most direct connection both to the glory of Yahweh and to the holiness of God, as is 
seen for instance in an episode in 1 Samuel, where a company of men of Beth-shemesh 
were struck dead for peering into the Ark. The mourning survivors exclaimed, “Who is 
able to stand before the Lord, this holy God? And to whom shall He go up from us?” 
(6:20). 
 
C. The Cherubim in the Psalms 
The same idea, of a very close connection between the Cherubim and Yahweh’s 
glory, can also be traced in Ps 18:10: “He rode upon a Cherub and flew; / And He sped 
upon the wings of the wind.” There the Psalmist poetically and symbolically depicts the 
appearance of Yahweh in the world for the purpose of judgment. Amidst menacing 
natural phenomena, Yahweh ascends the Cherubim and flies on the wings of the wind. 
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There is quite an obvious similarity between this depiction and Ps 104:3,13 where Yahweh 
“makes the clouds His chariot” and “walks upon the wings of the wind.” It is also similar 
to Isa 66:15, which states that Yahweh will “come in fire / And His chariots like the 
whirlwind, / To render His anger with fury, / And his rebuke with flames of fire.” Just as 
the theophany in each of these occurrences is depicted symbolically, so also the 
Cherubim appear and act in accord with their symbolic significance to Yahweh’s 
presence in the world, in a general sense, and to his appearance in judgment, in particular. 
And even if, in the depiction of a theophany, the natural element appears in the forefront, 
nonetheless the Cherubim’s spiritual essence, which differs from the natural phenomena, 
is not negated by the description of the natural phenomena.  
It does remain somewhat strange that the Cherub appears amidst various natural 
elements. This occurs not only in Ps 104:3, but similar expressions are encountered in 
Zech 5:9 and Hos 4:19. If in Ps 104:3, Yahweh travels on the “wings of the wind” and 
makes his chariot out of clouds, in the next verse, the flame and fire become his 
“ministers” and the winds his “messengers.” It has already been mentioned with regards 
to Gen 3:24 that these meteorological elements appear very like animate creatures acting 
as Yahweh’s agents. Therefore, equating the Cherub with the “wings of the wind” (so in 
Ps 18:11 and 2 Sam 22:11) could be partly explained by the Cherubim’s role as the 
                                                
13 Kraus refers to these elements of Yahweh’s sovereignty as to “concepts [that] contain rudiments 
of the ancient Near Eastern worldview, in which the blue of the heavens, from which the rain falls, is 
regarded as the heavenly ocean” (Kraus, The Psalms, 46). So does Mays: “Verses 1c – 9 are composed on a 
mythic pattern of divine activity that was old and well known in the ancient Near East” (Mays, Psalms, 
332). Schaefer indirectly testifies to the same phenomena, naming Yahweh as “outfitted with cosmic 
accessories: …a palatial tent of the sky with pillars set in the primeval sea (v. 3), a cloud and the wind’s 
wings as vehicles of transport, messenger winds and lightning servants (vv. 2-4)” (Schaefer, Psalms, 257).  
  
73 
 
agents of God. Yet, even though the meteorological elements are often personified, it 
does not mean that the Cherubim are the personifications of the natural elements or the 
natural elements themselves. Rather, enlisting the Cherub amidst natural elements that 
are frequent paraphernalia of a storm theophany, testifies about something else: from the 
beginning of the prayer’s theophanic part, Yahweh hears the Psalmist’s laments “from his 
temple” (v. 7). Further comes the description of the effects that would take place when 
Yahweh comes down, and one of the essential elements of his theophany is the protection 
that the natural elements would present both in 2 Sam 22:12 and Ps 18:12. The shelter 
that the Cherubim would offer in the temple in 1 Kgs 8:6-7 is necessary also when 
Yahweh departs from his heavenly dwelling. Both the natural elements and the Cherub 
make up a mobile tabernacle that God uses to deliver the Psalmist and that 
simultaneously protects the holiness of Yahweh. There is something crucial in the fact 
that the Cherub in the Psalm is the one and only heavenly creature, in addition to God: 
the Cherubim play an exclusively important role in accompanying the holiness of 
Yahweh.  
Of course, one should also bear in mind that, as Gen 3:24 shows, the Cherubim 
can also appear independently of a theophany. Thus, in the Psalms the Cherubim are 
presented as creatures of the heavenly realm who both stand in a special connection to the 
glory of Yahweh and somehow mediate his relationship to the world, to humanity, to his 
people and to individuals.  
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D. The Cherubim in Ezekiel 
Amidst the views on the attribution of the book, the principal contemporary 
scholars—Walther Zimmerli, Moshe Greenberg, and Daniel Block—take up a middle 
ground position between the classical conservative view on the monolithic Ezekilian 
authorship and the early-twentieth-century pioneers largely denying the authorship to the 
prophet and ascribing it to various editorial layers (Holscher 1924 and Irwin 1943). 
Zimmerli interprets the textual witness, arguing that identification of the Cherubim with 
the hajot in 10:15 and 10:20 originally was not part of the narrative. In his Ezekiel 1, he 
argues that “die Nachduecklichket der Unterstreichung laesst vermuten, das shier Dinge 
nachtraeglich zusammengebracht sind, die zunaechst je ihr eigenes Leben hatten.”14 To 
him, the literary figures such as disorderly arrangement and repetition, testify to an 
extensive editorial work. Zimmerli’s paradigm of working with the text is a diachronic 
approach, that is, a concern with the historical development of the text: this hermeneutic 
has led him to stand somewhat at odds with regard to the other major scholars, such as 
Allen, Block, and Greenberg who tend to read it synchronically, giving the preference to 
                                                
14 Zimmerli, Ezekiel 1 (1969): 203. This methodology is rejected by Greenberg: “A passage of 
complex structure, or one containing repetition, or skewing a previously used figure is, on these grounds, 
suspect of being inauthentic. … Such prejudices are simply a prioris, an array of unproved (and 
unprovable) modern assumptions and conventions that confirm themselves through the results obtained by 
forcing them on the text and altering, reducing, and reordering it accordingly” (Greenberg, Ezekiel 1:20, 
1983, 20). Block sides with Greenberg in his methodology, disagreeing with Zimmerli who appears to 
Block as overly cautious in “isolating… layers, at the expense of interpreting each statement in the light of 
its current context” (Block, The Book of Ezekiel, Chapter 1-24, 1997, 314). Allen, too, takes a somewhat 
critical stance against Zimmerli’s interpretation of Ezekiel’s literary peculiarities: “However, the discipline 
of rhetorical criticism has encouraged a more positive attitude toward repetition” (Allen, Ezekiel 1-19, 
1994, 26).  
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the text in its its present state.  
Zimmerli’s diachronic approach is perhaps what allows him to account better for 
the complex, “hybrid” nature of the tenth chapter, whereas both Block and Greenberg, 
who both take a synchronic approach, end up forgoing the explanation of this composite 
phenomenon.15  
Proceeding to the question of the cherubic nature in the Book of Ezekiel, in the 
visions of the prophet, the following three features are particularly important: first, the 
overall anthropomorphic look of the Cherubim (Ezek 1:5: “And this was their 
appearance: they had human form”); second, their name ָהיָח (ḥāyāh), which designates 
them as creatures who appear in a form which is unfamiliar or untraditional to the 
prophet (cf. 10:15 and 10:20); and, finally, their complex, hybrid image. 
Even though the prophet calls them by the name ָהיָח (ḥāyāh; ζῷα; animantia; in 
general, animate creatures), this designation does not speak against their having an 
overall anthropomorphic countenance.16 Ezekiel uses ָהיָח (ḥāyāh) in a very broad sense, 
                                                
15 See Zimmerli’s discussion in Ezechiel 1 on 237. Greenberg accounts for the disarray only by 
admitting the fact but not making an explanatory attempt: “Is the text, therefore, to be judged in disarray, 
the result of inorganic layering?” (Greenberg, Ezekiel 1-20, 196). Greenberg actually criticizes Zimmerli’s 
attempt at reconciling the tensions of God appearing to Ezekiel in Babyon, while at the same time being 
present in the Temple. Says Greenberg: “Such analyses aim at “restoring” a form of text free of the tensions 
of the present one; their diversity – reflecting different tolerances of tension—does not inspire confidence 
in the criteria underlying them” (ibid., 199). Allen sides with Greenberg, noting that “underlying the 
passage is a complex theological concept of the presence of God, as Greenberg (196) has observed” (Allen, 
Ezekiel 1-19, 155). Any attempt for criticizing this a priori non-critical position is described byAllen as 
“motivated by … excessive redaction-critical stance” (ibid.).   
16 Allen points out that this is an allusion to 1:6, 8a, and “the identification was the déjà vu 
distinctiveness of the faces. It is significant that the cherubim …in 41:18-19 …are presumably humanoid. 
…This description has taken 10:20-21 seriously, with its information about …their identification with the 
(humanoid) living beings of chap. 1” (Allen, Ezekiel 1-19, 159). Greenberg altogether omits the discussion 
of the cherubic anthropomorphism with regards to the passage. Meindert Dijkstra, however, maintains that 
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meaning not more than “an animate being.” Nonetheless, this designation cannot be 
considered general to the point of being optional or accidental. On the contrary, it should 
be seen as a special and real imprinting of the Cherubim’s connection to the idea of life, 
as was first noted with regard to Gen 3:24. Then again, ָהיָח (ḥāyāh) does not point to an 
overly generalized idea of life, such that “life” would be taken as the holistic biblical 
notion regarding the Cherubim. Many of the old commentators inclined toward this type 
of a symbolic exaggeration, linking the Ezekiel passage to the etymology of ָהיָח (ḥāyāh) 
in a strict and, if one may say, blunt manner. They argued that since the Cherubim are 
simply called “those living,” they must be the creatures to whom life belongs in the 
prevailing sense. On the basis of this conclusion, the Cherubim were then regarded as 
symbols of the creative powers of God and the main forms of divine dominion in the 
world, that is, as ideal creation, as the manifestations of a possible—but not actual—
perfection of creation, and as representatives of every living creature on earth. 
Leaving to the side the symbolic and cosmic background of such maximal 
explanations, it is possible to say at least that the Cherubim, ָהיָח (ḥāyāh), are carriers of 
life in some special, prevalent sense.17 However, this life is not the life of divinity itself: 
                                                                                                                                            
“originally, the text of ch. 10 was a visionary report independent from ch. 1. It is not those elements, which 
makes ch. 10 differ from ch. 1, which have to be excised as later additions to the text. On the contrary, the 
additions are those elements which harmonize the text of ch. 10 according to ch. 1… The vision of the 
cherubim was indeed the vision of the cherubim and not, as textual tradition gradually wanted to reshape it, 
the vision of the chariot throne in ch. 1” (Dijkstra, “The Glosses in Ezekiel Reconsidered: Aspects of 
Textual Transmission in Ezekiel 10,” in Ezekiel and His Book: Textual and Literary Criticism and Their 
Interrelation, ed. J. Lust, BETL 74 (Leuven: Leuven University Press, 1986) 77).  
17 There is a conspicuous absence of symbolic discussions amidst the principal contemporary 
exegetes, such as Greenberg, Allen, or Block.  
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the Cherubim are not carriers of divine life though their images remain symbolically 
connected to that life. Rather, theirs is created life, yet life viewed in relation to its 
creative origin. “The God of the spirits of all flesh” (Num 16:22; 27:16), the cause and 
Lord of life, has given and keeps giving life and breath to all his creatures, and constantly 
supports their life by way of his communion with them. Yet because the Cherubim 
appear in such close proximity to the throne of Yahweh, they possess life to the highest 
degree, and manifest it in a correspondingly high way. Thus, amidst all creatures, and 
amidst spirits in particular, the Cherubim enjoy the most intimate and immediate 
participation in the life of divinity, insofar as such participation is possible for creation. 
This understanding presents a more adequate and more properly basic theological 
exposition of the idea of life in relation to the Cherubim. 
The details of the symbolic images through which the Cherubim appear in the 
vision of Ezekiel should also shed some light on the cherubic nature. Each of the ָהיָח 
(ḥāyāh) has four faces: human, leonine, bovine and aquiline. Each face expresses the 
spiritual nature of the carrier, and so the four faces manifest the combination, within the 
Cherubim, of all of the quintessential capabilities of humans, wild animals, domestic 
animals and birds. The addition of animals to the overall anthropomorphic image points 
to the idea that, in the hierarchy of living creatures, Cherubim take a higher and fuller 
position than humans, so that the concept of a human being alone is insufficient to 
express the idea of the Cherubim. Rather, the four cherubic faces express the varied 
perfections with which these closest executioners of Yahweh’s will are endowed. 
According to the Rabbis, four kinds of living creatures have preeminence in this world: 
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man amidst all creatures, the eagle amidst all birds, the bull amidst all domestic animals, 
and the lion amidst all wild animals. Certainly, the animals here are not viewed as, of and 
in themselves, nor are they viewed in their entirety, but rather only as embodiments of 
certain powers. The life forces and capabilities distributed in the world among many 
living creatures are viewed as powers and abilities united within each of the Cherubim.  
Let us briefly review how these powers are presented in the Hebrew Bible, 
beginning with those of human beings. The human is often regarded as synonymous with 
and an embodiment of rationality, as in Prov 30:2, which assumes “human 
understanding.” Or again, Job 32:8 notes: “But truly it is the spirit in a mortal, / the breath 
of the Almighty, that makes for understanding.” They are significantly superior to 
animals, as is seen in Dan 7:4, where one of the four beasts is raised to the level of man, 
being “made to stand on two feet like a man” and being given “a human mind.” Humans 
stand in special proximity to Yahweh: “So God created humankind in his image, / in the 
image of God he created them” (Gen 1:27); or again: “You have given them dominion 
over the works of your hands; / you have put all things under their feet” (Ps 8:6). 
Correlating to all these qualities, humans have dominion over animals, as is seen 
especially in two passages from Genesis: 1) “God said … have dominion over the fish of 
the sea and over the birds of the air and over every living thing that moves upon the 
earth” (1:28); and 2) “The fear and dread of you shall rest on every animal of the earth, 
and on every bird of the air, on everything that creeps on the ground, and on all the fish 
of the sea; into your hand they are delivered” (9:2). 
Next, the lion for its part is a symbol of power, strength and invincible courage, as 
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the following verses show: 
• The lion which is mighty among beasts, and does not retreat before any. (Prov 30:30) 
• The king's wrath is like the roaring of a lion. (Prov 19:12) 
• The terror of a king is like the growling of a lion. (Prov 20:2)  
• Saul and Jonathan … were stronger than lions. (2 Sam 1:23) 
• Like a lion coming up from Jordan's thickets to a rich pastureland, I will chase Edom 
from its land in an instant. (Jer 49:19) 
• They will walk after the LORD, He will roar like a lion; Indeed He will roar And His 
sons will come trembling from the west. (Hos 11:10)  
• A lion has roared! Who will not fear? The Lord GOD has spoken! Who can but 
prophesy? (Amos 3:8)  
Next, the bull symbolizes the tilling of soil and nutrition: 
• And behold, seven cows, fat and sleek came up out of the Nile, and they grazed in 
the marsh grass. Lo, seven other cows came up after them, poor and very ugly and 
gaunt, such as I had never seen for ugliness in all the land of Egypt; and the lean and 
ugly cows ate up the first seven fat cows. Yet when they had devoured them, it could 
not be detected that they had devoured them, for they were just as ugly as before. 
(Gen 41:18–21) 
• The seven good cows are seven years; and the seven good ears are seven years; the 
dreams are one and the same. The seven lean and ugly cows that came up after them 
are seven years, and the seven thin ears scorched by the east wind will be seven years 
of famine. It is as I have spoken to Pharaoh: God has shown to Pharaoh what He is 
about to do. Behold, seven years of great abundance are coming in all the land of 
Egypt; and after them seven years of famine will come, and all the abundance will be 
forgotten in the land of Egypt, and the famine will ravage the land. So the abundance 
will be unknown in the land because of that subsequent famine; for it will be very 
severe. (Gen 41:26–31) 
The bull also symbolizes physical strength, even as it is significant in other ways too 
(Num 22:4; Ps 6:24; etc.).  
The eagle is understood in one of three ways. First, at times it is taken as an image 
of the paternal relationship of Yahweh to his chosen people: 
• Like an eagle that stirs up its nest, that hovers over its young, He spread His wings 
and caught them, He carried them on His pinions. (Deut 32:11)  
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• You yourselves have seen what I did to the Egyptians, and how I bore you on eagles' 
wings, and brought you to Myself. (Exod 19:4)  
Second, in other instances the eagle is regarded as a type of fast, uninhibited movement 
through the air: 
• The LORD will bring a nation against you from afar, from the end of the earth, as the 
eagle swoops down. (Deut 28:49) 
• Saul and Jonathan … were swifter than eagles. (2 Sam 1:23) 
• For thus says the LORD: "Behold, one will fly swiftly like an eagle and spread out 
his wings against Moab. (Jer 48:40) 
• Behold, He will mount up and swoop like an eagle and spread out His wings against 
Bozrah. (Jer 49:22) 
• Their horsemen come from afar; they fly like an eagle swooping down to devour. 
(Hab 1:8) 
More particularly, the eagle may represent the ability to mount aloft towards the sky: 
• For wealth certainly makes itself wings like an eagle that flies toward the heavens. 
(Prov 23:5) 
• Yet those who wait for the LORD will gain new strength; they will mount up with 
wings like eagles. (Isa 40:31) 
Third and finally, the eagle also appears as the symbol of longevity, of eternal and 
constantly renewed life: 
• Who satisfies your years with good things, so that your youth is renewed like the 
eagle. (Ps 103:5; cf. Isa 40:31) 
Corresponding to these characterizations, the meaning of the symbolism of the 
Cherubim, of ָהיָח (ḥāyāh), is manifested in the following way. The Cherubim represent 
the embodiment of the highest, godlike degree of rationality, power, strength, 
magnificence, vitality and agility possible for a created being. I do not quite agree with 
Wood who takes the quadruple symbolism of the Cherubim to the level of the 
representation of divine supremacy. As she puts it: “In Ezekiel’s visions, the Cherubim 
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are transformed into creatures that symbolize the universality and omnipotence of 
Yahweh. … They are thus deeply symbolic beings, epitomizing divine supremacy.”18 
These mysterious beings are not, it seems, pure and unalloyed symbols of the deity itself, 
but rather through the description of their supreme qualities, a clue is given to 
understanding something about their own essence. 
Other details from Ezekiel’s symbolic imagery add to this understanding of the 
Cherubim. Their wings, their quaternary number, and the peculiar arrangement of the 
wheels point to the constant readiness with which they fulfill divine commands, as also to 
their characteristically uninhibited freedom of movement within the world.19 The eyes 
covering the Cherubim imply that the space in which they move is equally accessible in 
all directions, without any strain on their part. Their freedom of movement is further 
symbolized by their connection to the image of wheels—according to Ezek 1:15, each 
wheel refers to one Cherubim. It would be wrong, however, to suppose that the wheels, 
 ֮םִינַּפוֹא (’ōwp̄annîm) (in rabbinic literature the designation  ֮םִינַּפוֹא [’ōwp̄annîm] quite 
frequently replaces the name Cherubim, as another name for the Cherubim), make of the 
ָהיָח (ḥāyāh) a chariot, a הָבָכְּרֶמ (merkāḇāh). From Ezek 10:4, 6-7 it may be seen that the 
Cherubim are regarded by the prophet as personal beings capable of more than 
locomotion; for example, 10:7 notes: “And a Cherub stretched out his hand from among 
the Cherubim to the fire that was among the Cherubim, took some of it and put it into the 
                                                
18 Wood, Of Wings and Wheels, 137. 
19 On the connection between these characteristics and the number four, see Isa 11:12; Ezek 7:2; 
Zech 6:5. 
  
82 
 
hands of the man clothed in linen.” In addition, the הָ֖יַּחַה  ַחוּ֥ר  (rūaḥ haḥayyāh) (v. 17) is 
not the wind mentioned in Ezek 1:4-5: “As I looked, a stormy wind came out of the 
north: a great cloud with brightness around it and fire flashing forth continually, and in 
the middle of the fire, something like gleaming amber”; nor is it allegorically represented 
by a chariot in Ps 18:10 and 104:3. Rather, as the very element of motion of ָהיָח (ḥāyāh), 
it is an inherent vitality of the Cherubim which, in a way, underlies the entire motion of 
the vision. This understanding of the spirit/wind is seen in Ezek 1:12: “Each moved 
straight ahead; wherever the spirit/wind would go, they went, without turning as they 
went”; and in 1:20-21 we read: 
Wherever the spirit/wind would go, they went, and the wheels rose along with them; for 
the spirit/wind of the living creatures was in the wheels. When they moved, the others 
moved; when they stopped, the others stopped; and when they rose from the earth, the 
wheels rose along with them; for the spirit/wind of the living creatures was in the wheels. 
Moving along, the fire “walking” (תֶכ ֶ֖לַּהְתִמ; miṯhalleḵeṯ) amidst the Cherubim 
(1:13; cf. 1:27; 10:2, 6-7), like the fiery sword of the Cherubim in Gen 3:24, again hints 
at the cherubic vitality and their proximity to Yahweh. At the same time, the presence of 
burning coals and flickering torches amidst the Cherubim (1:13; 10:2, 7) recalls the altar 
from which the Seraphim took the coal in Isaiah’s vision (6:6), as well as the altar, golden 
censer and incense mentioned in the Revelation of John (8:3; cf. 6:9).  
Interestingly, Ezekiel’s vision contains the first hint that the Cherubim are part of 
an angelic hierarchy or order. The connections between the Cherubim and the Seraphim 
stand out not only on the level of the plot, but also genre-wise, for both take place in 
prophetic commissioning texts and indicate fiery beings closely related to rituals (see Isa 
6:6; Ezek 1:13-14; 10:7). Both the Cherubim and the Seraphim are endowed with 
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multiple pairs of wings, one pair of which is used for covering their bodies (see Isa 6:2; 
Ezek 1:11, 23).  
There are also doxologies in both prophetic episodes. In Ezek 3:12, the Cherubim 
sing: “Blessed is the glory of the Lord from his place.” The doxology in Isa 6:3 reads: 
“Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of hosts; the whole earth is full of his glory.” Based on 
these observations, it may be said that Ezekiel’s vision presents and bears the significance 
of a transportable temple of Yahweh, where his most intimate servants, the Cherubim, 
sing doxologies and carry out his commissions (Ezek 10:7). Note that the ζῷα in 
Revelation (4:6; 6:3, 5, 7) act in a similar manner.  
The representation of the Cherubim in Ezek 28:11–16, with whom the king of 
Tyre is identified,20 stands in essential unity with the depiction of the ָהיָח (ḥāyāh) in the 
visions of Ezekiel, as also with the Cherubim in other biblical episodes. A point of 
caution should be made, however, with regards to the identification of the Cherubim with 
the king of Tyre. Those who follow the LXX interpret verse 14 as saying: “Thou art with 
the wing-spread Cherub” or “Thou wast placed with the wing-spread Cherub … on the 
holy mountain of God.” Abraham Rosenvasser comments: “So the kerub of Ezekiel 28, 
                                                
20 In this pericope, the LXX is significantly different from the MT. In the MT, verse 14 reads as 
follows: 
ךְֵכוֹסַּה ךָיִתְַּתנוּ ,רַהְבּ שֶֹׁדק םיִהלֱֹא  ָתִייָה -ךְוֹתְבּ ֵינְבאַ -שֵׁא , ָתְּכָלַּהְתִה  (hassōwḵêḵ ūnəәṯattîḵā, bəәhar qōḏeš ’ĕlōhîm 
hāyîṯā, bəәṯōwḵ ’aḇnê-’êš hiṯhallāḵəәtā). Here the Cherubim is identified with the king of Tyre, the recipient 
of the oracle. However, the Greek in the LXX reads: µετὰ τοῦ Χεροὺβ ἔθηκά σε ἐν ὄρει ἁγίῳ Θεοῦ, 
ἐγενήθης ἐν µέσῳ λίθων πυρίνων; “with the cherub I placed you, you were on the holy mountain of God, in 
the middle of fiery stones.” Here the Cherubim is an entity independent of the king of Tyre. I am leaving 
out of the discussion the issue of whether the king of Tyre is “as” a Cherubim or positioned “with” a 
Cherubim, since the matter mainly affects how we regard the representation of the king of Tyre—an 
interesting but side question. 
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11-19 would be a guardian of Paradise as in Genesis, not the demigod himself. They 
correct accordingly verse 16 and it is the kerub who drives the demigod from the stones 
of fire, i.e., from Paradise.”21 Kalman Yaron, in his detailed study of the consonantal text, 
found that he could read verse 14 of the Hebrew text in accordance with the LXX by 
making only slight corrections: “With the kerub … I placed thee (i.e. under his charge), 
on the holy mountain of Elohim thou wast, among stones of fire thou didst walk.” An 
insignificant modification in the Hebrew text of verse 16 allows him to follow the 
Septuagint, making the demigod (the king of Tyre) the object and the Cherubim the 
subject (“the kerub drove you from the midst of the stones of fire”).22 Abraham 
Rosenvasser, however, refutes Yaron on this point of prescribing the meaning for verse 
16 which allegedly agrees with the story of Genesis, where, according to Yaron, it was 
the Cherub’s task to punish man for his sin. What is said in Genesis is different, however: 
“The kerubim were acting only as guardians. Man had already been punished by Yahveh 
himself.”23  
Going back to the Cherubim and his characteristics per se, it is worth quoting the 
entire pertinent text from Ezekiel 28: 
Moreover the word of the Lord came to me: Mortal, raise a lamentation over the king of 
Tyre, and say to him, Thus says the Lord God: 
                                                
21 Abraham Rosenvasser, Kerub and Sphinx: More on the Phoenician Paradise (Ezekiel XXVIII) 
(Buenos Aires: Universidad de Buenos Aires: Instituto de Historia Antigua Oriental, 1973), 7.  
22 Kalman Yaron, “The Dirge over the King of Tyre,”Annual of the Swedish Theological Institute 
3 (1964): 28–57. 
23 Rosenvasser, Kerub and Sphinx, 9. 
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You were the signet of perfection, 
 full of wisdom and perfect in beauty. 
You were in Eden, the garden of God; 
 every precious stone was your covering, 
carnelian, chrysolite, and moonstone, 
 beryl, onyx, and jasper, 
sapphire, turquoise, and emerald; 
 and worked in gold were your settings 
 and your engravings. 
On the day that you were created 
 they were prepared. 
With an anointed Cherub as guardian I placed you; 
 you were on the holy mountain of God; 
 you walked among the stones of fire. 
You were blameless in your ways 
 from the day that you were created, 
 until iniquity was found in you. 
In the abundance of your trade 
 you were filled with violence, and you sinned; 
so I cast you as a profane thing from the mountain of God, 
 and the guardian Cherub drove you out 
 from among the stones of fire. 
The Cherubim here is presented as harmony itself, as supreme perfection (תי ִ֔נְכָתּ 
ם ֵ֣תוֹח; ḥōwṯêm tāḵəәnîṯ in v. 12 is actually a well-built edifice), as a creature full of wisdom 
(ה ָ֖מְכָח אֵ֥לָמ; mālê ḥāḵmāh), and as perfect in its beauty (יִֹֽפי ליִ֥לְכוּ; ūḵəәlîl yōp̄î). In line with 
these characteristics, the Cherubim is called godlike (in his mind—םֽיִהלֱֹא בֵ֥לְכּ; kəәlêḇ 
’ĕlōhîm in vv. 2 and 6) from the moment of his creation ( ֖ךֲָאַרָבִּה םוֹ֥יְבּ; bəәyōwm hibbāra’ăḵā 
in v. 13). 
 
E. The Integrated Vision of the Cherubim 
If the main characteristics of the Cherubim from the pericopes reviewed above are 
unified, the following conclusions may be made. The most general point is that the 
Cherubim are agents and, therefore, real beings. Next, these real beings function as 
guardians of the sacred-profane territory border. They may also change in outward 
  
86 
 
appearance, which dynamism serves as a sign of the presence of a spiritual or 
metaphysical nature. The Cherubim also possess high degrees of perfection, standing as 
they do in immediate proximity to the glory of God. They often accompany theophanies 
and, therefore, stand in some relation to such events. 
On the basis of all of these characteristics, it may also be concluded that the 
Hebrew Bible views the Cherubim as an angelic order, that is, as a special class of the 
order of angels. We turn to this discussion next. 
 
2. The Cherubim as Angels 
As was said, on the basis of the characteristics traced above, it may be concluded 
that the Hebrew Bible views the Cherubim as a special class of the order of angels. 
Designating them as members of this order does not mean, however, that all specific 
characteristics of the name ךאְָלַמ (mal’aḵ; ἄγγελος) necessarily apply to the Cherubim. 
According to the classical understanding, the designation “angel” is a designation of duty, 
not nature (“nomen angeli nomen est officii, non naturae”24). Indeed, in the broadest 
sense, ךאְָלַמ (mal’aḵ) in the Hebrew Bible merely designates Yahweh’s messenger as an 
ambassador; it does not stipulate thereby a definition of the nature of that ambassador. A 
human being may even be designated as such, as is seen in Gen 32:3, Num 20:14, 2 Chr 
36:15, Eccl 5:5 and Mal 2:7. Or further still, the elements of nature may be defined as 
instruments which carry out Yahweh’s commandments; for example, Ps 78:44–49 
                                                
24 So says Augustine (cited from Johannes Nikel, Cherubim and Seraphim [Breslau, 1890], 44). 
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designates a host of natural scourges as “a company of destroying messengers/angels.” 
Nevertheless, on account of characteristics generally present across a great 
number of episodes in the Hebrew Bible, one can provide the general designation ךְָאְלַמ 
(mal’āḵ) with the following more technical definition: the term applies to non-human, 
spiritual creatures serving as God’s messengers from the heavenly court. Angels possess 
special status on account of their service to Yahweh, and their nature is particularly 
defined by its spiritual characteristic, that is, by the absence of any material composition. 
Let us first consider the first half of this definition, concerning their spiritual nature. The 
complex material symbolism in which the Cherubim appear specifically in Ezekiel’s 
visions may seem to indicate materiality as a part of their nature. However, if, as was 
discussed earlier, cherubic symbolism does not pertain to the cherubic nature per se, then 
these episodes do not stand in the way of regarding the Cherubim as properly spiritual 
beings and, in this regard, as members of the class of angels. Understanding the 
Cherubim as spiritual beings accords in a satisfactory manner with each biblical pericope 
in which the Cherubim are mentioned, while also leaving open the possibility of adding 
to this characterization, of shedding further light upon the particularities of their nature. 
That is, classifying the Cherubim as angels does not preclude one from separately 
articulating the main idea of the Cherubim as presented in the various pericopies of the 
Hebrew Bible. Thus, as spiritual beings, the cherubic nature accords with this aspect of 
the definition of angels.  
Next, let us consider how they accord with the definition’s second aspect: service 
as divine messengers or heralds. The Genesis episode may be considered first. In order to 
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remove the first human beings from the Tree of Life, after having expelled them from 
Eden, Yahweh employs members of his heavenly court as guards, to be sure, but also as 
messengers. The Cherubim, supplied with a symbol of Yahweh’s judgment, embody 
divine theodicy in an image accessible to human comprehension. They clearly 
communicate God’s intention to humanity.  
The same role may be seen in the pericopes involving the Temple. After the 
Mosaic covenant, and on the basis of it, Yahweh grants his guarding presence to the 
Israelites in a lastingly visible way: statues of invisible spirits surrounding the shechina. 
These statues express, through their positioning, their awe before Yahweh and their 
participation in his providential plan for humankind. The Temple is, in a special way, 
Yahweh’s house, a notion one is reminded of by the very colossal statues of Cherubim 
standing erect upon their feet. Such statuary is conceivable only in proximity to Yahweh.  
Elsewhere, it may be observed that when Yahweh appears in all the splendor of 
his magnificence and glory, he does so, according to the Psalmist’s representation, 
surrounded by hosts who are close to his throne and who actively proclaim his power and 
glory. The message is clear, as are the messengers.  
Finally, when the Lord manifests himself in a vision to the prophet Ezekiel, as 
both the judge of his unfaithful people and sovereign within the world, he again appears 
surrounded by the Cherubim, the symbolic carriers of strength, power and highest 
vitality. In this instance, God comes flanked by Cherubim to Israel, proclaiming his 
loyalty to his Davidic covenant and his intention never to forsake his theocratic nation. 
The Cherubim, by their presence, participate in the communication of this message. 
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 Yet notice that in the preceding account, not only are the Cherubim presented as 
messengers, but their very presence itself is also indicative of divine-human proximity. 
Much the same could be said of the Temple Cherubim; indeed, they offer a paramount 
example of such proximity. Another example is seen in the fact that God’s presence is 
often accompanied by a cherubic chorus. Of course, divine-human proximity is also 
demonstrated in numerous ways which are unconnected to the Cherubim. For example, 
one finds instances of God’s “walking,” ךַלָה (hālaḵ; Gen 3:8), with humans in the 
common realm. Enoch and Noah alone among humankind shared this special primordial 
privilege with Adam and Eve (see Gen 5:22; 6:9). Or again, God’s fashioning of clothing 
for Adam and Eve provides a clear example of divine-human closeness. Such examples 
notwithstanding, episodes of divine-human proximity nonetheless quite often involve the 
Cherubim. 
Apart from these similarities to the technical definition of angels, other more 
incidental similarities between the Cherubim and angels may be observed. While more 
incidental, they nonetheless contribute important details regarding the Cherubim’s 
symbolic meaning. Previously it was argued that their most peculiar and diverse form of 
appearance, as well as the diverse symbolism in which they are made manifest, offer 
reasons to distinguish the Cherubim from angels. So much is true. On the other hand, 
their symbolism and forms of appearance at points share some common features with 
angels, who may appear and act in the world in a similar fashion. Certainly these shared 
features, which pertain merely to the form of this or that particular manifestation, are not 
decisively significant for the question of the nature of the Cherubim. All the same, in 
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connection with their unique, essential aspects, these secondary aspects appear to add 
further support to our hypothesis.  
For instance, in almost all pericopes, the Cherubim are depicted in a fiery 
surrounding and as shining, while appearances of angels in the Hebrew Bible often occur 
in a similar way. For instance, Judg 13:6 reads: “Then the woman came and told her 
husband, ‘A man of God came to me, and his appearance was like that of an angel of 
God, most awe-inspiring’”; or again, 13:20 reads: “When the flame went up toward 
heaven from the altar, the angel of the Lord ascended in the flame of the altar while 
Manoah and his wife looked on” (see also Judg 13:3; 6:20). Daniel 3:25 is a further 
instance: “But I see four men unbound, walking in the middle of the fire, and they are not 
hurt; and the fourth has the appearance of a son of the gods” (see also Dan 3:28). A fiery, 
shining countenance is also a fairly regular, though not constant, attribute of a heavenly 
creature and appearance. Daniel 10:6 reads: “His body was like beryl, his face like 
lightning, his eyes like flaming torches, his arms and legs like the gleam of burnished 
bronze, and the sound of his words like the roar of a multitude.” A text which particularly 
seems to support understanding the Cherubim as angels based upon the common 
manifestation of fire is Ezek 10:7: “And a Cherub stretched out his hand from among the 
Cherubim to the fire that was among the Cherubim, took some of it and put it into the 
hands of the man clothed in linen, who took it and went out.” The Cherubim stretches out 
his hand, takes fire from amidst the Cherubim and gives it into the hands of an angel, “a 
man clothed in linen,” who is then to perform the burning of Jerusalem. 
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3. A Historiographical Synopsis of the View of the Cherubim’s Reality and Their 
Belonging to the Angelic Class 
A number of scholars disagree with this realistic understanding of the biblical 
notion of the Cherubim and of their status as angels. In general, these opponents attempt 
and prefer to view the Cherubim in a purely symbolic fashion, that is, as lacking reality. 
Before discussing the symbolism of the Cherubim directly, we first attempt to specify, 
analyze and respond to the main objections of these scholars to viewing the Cherubim as 
angels and as real beings. Doing so will prepare us to then address, in a second step, the 
symbolism of the Cherubim. 
 
A. The Human Visage and Wings 
The most significant objection to understanding the Cherubim as angels appears 
to be that since the Cherubim are juxtaposed to angels in many biblical passages, they 
must therefore be creatures different from angels. One argument for this view concerns 
the visage of the angels in the Hebrew Bible. Whenever the expression םיִהלֱֹאָה־ֵינְב (ḇəәnê-
hā’ĕlōhîm) occurs, the angels are presented as having a purely human image. See, for 
example, Gen 6:2: “The sons of God saw that they were fair; and they took wives for 
themselves of all that they chose.” A second argument is that since the Hebrew Bible 
does not mention angels as having wings, therefore this supposedly animalistic aspect of 
the Cherubim (along with other similar aspects) juxtaposes them to angels. 
In response to these two objections, it may first be said that there are certainly no 
  
92 
 
grounds for assuming the identity of the Cherubim with the angels, םיִכאְָלַמ (mal’āḵîm), in 
each and every respect. The varied service roles of angels and of the Cherubim 
presuppose some obvious distinctions. Hence one also anticipates finding distinctions in 
the symbolism of their appearances. For instance, it is quite clear why Yahweh’s 
messengers to human beings, the angels proper, in many passages bear a completely 
anthropomorphic appearance. The special service and appointment of the Cherubim 
presupposes and stipulates their special visages as well—which of course sometimes 
contain most diverse symbolism. Next, it is not quite correct to say that the angels in the 
Hebrew Bible always appear wingless. On the contrary, the super-terrestrial origin of 
angels is distinguished in the Hebrew Bible not only, as we have seen, by their 
magnificent and light-bearing visage (Judg 13:6; Dan 10:6), but sometimes also with 
wings, as the mark of their elevation over earthly and spatial conditions. So Dan 9:21 
reads: “While I was speaking in prayer, the man Gabriel, whom I had seen before in a 
vision, came to me in swift flight at the time of the evening sacrifice” (cf. Judg 13:20; 
Zech 5:9). Thus, wings are ascribed to angels quite early on, long before the New 
Testament (Rev 8:13; 14:6) and Christian art. For this reason, it is also quite unlikely that 
the wings of the Cherubim were an element borrowed from the animal world; as with 
angels, wings served as a symbol of separation, of the Cherubim’s independence from the 
conditions of material space, and they therefore mark them as unearthly, heavenly, 
spiritual creatures—not animalistic ones. 
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B. The Book of Revelation 
The density of cherubic symbolism has led to many a scholarly cause that 
considers the Cherubim purely as symbols, not as angels. The idea is that the Cherubim 
cannot be angels, or beings at all, because they have purely symbolic, devoid of any 
heavenly substance, non-substantial significance. Grounds for such an opinion are found 
in particular biblical pericopes, especially in the Revelation of John, where the Cherubim 
are presented in a decisively different manner than the angels. While the book of 
Revelation is exterior to the Hebrew canon, it has nonetheless played a significant role in 
shaping scholarly views of the Cherubim, not least on this theme. Thus treating the 
Cherubim in the Hebrew Bible necessitates a review of relevant scholarship on and 
themes from this Johannine text. 
In the overall vision of the book of Revelation, the four Cherubim are presented 
as standing in connection with the gathering of the elders, and, the argument goes, as 
distinct not only from the angels present but from all angels, as may be seen from Rev 
7:11: “And all the angels stood around the throne and around the elders and the four 
living creatures, and they fell on their faces before the throne and worshiped God.” 
However, the existence of a division between two choruses and classes in the heavenly 
host before the throne (Rev 5 and 7), with the ζῷα (the Cherubim) and the twenty-four 
elders forming one class (Rev 5:8), and the ἄγγελοι the other, does not itself provide a 
sufficient basis for denying the Cherubim’s angelic nature, just as it is insufficient to 
claim that the “heavenly host” is not angelic just because a difference is mentioned 
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between it (πλῆθος στρατιᾶς οὐρανίου) and “the angel (ὁ ἄγγελος) of the Lord” in Luke 
2:13. In the same way, Rev 7:11, where οἱ πρεσβύτεροι and τὰ ζῷα are mentioned 
separately from πάντες οἱ ἄγγελοι, would only be capable of witnessing against the 
membership of the Cheruim among the angels if, indeed, τὰ ζῷα were different from 
πάντες οἱ ἄγγελοι, that is, from all angels in general, no matter how many they might be. 
Yet in context the words “πάντες οἱ ἄγγελοι” point, most literally and directly, to all 
those angels aforementioned by the seer (the πολλοί ἄγγελοι of Rev 5:11), not to the 
angelic world at large. Thus we seem not to have a statement distinguishing the 
Cherubim from all angels, but only certain angels. 
Concerning the very fact of differentiating ζῷα from ἄγγελοι, it may be said that 
the Cherubim are not the regular angels commissioned to those who are to inherit 
salvation,25 but angelic creatures of a special, higher class.26 Yet the fact that the 
Cherubim are not םיִכאְָלַמ (mal’āḵîm), that is, are not used by Yahweh for the regular 
missions of angels with respect to humanity, does not mean that they are not angels, or, 
for that matter, that their real existence and spiritual nature are subject to doubt. The 
pericope in Rev 7:11–12, in fact, gives in its turn every evidence to the contrary, of their 
real existence on a par with those creatures designated as “angels.” For in connection 
with these angels, the Cherubim fall prostrate before God’s throne and also respond 
“Amen” to the doxology of all creatures (vv. 13–14). The understanding of the Cherubim 
                                                
25Hebrews 1:14 asks: “Are not all angels spirits in the divine service, sent to serve for the sake of 
those who are to inherit salvation?”  
26 See, for example, Heidt, Angelology of the Old Testament. 
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as angels is also supported by the characteristics of the ζῷα as presented in the 
apocalyptic vision, where the ζῷα surround God’s throne (4:6), praise God’s glory day 
and night (4:8), worship the Lord (4:8; 5:8; 19:4), respond “Amen” to the doxology of all 
creatures (5:44), and invoke John to see what is contained under the seven seals (6:1ff.). 
One of these ζῷα hands the cups of God’s wrath to the seven angels (15:7). All of this 
activity characterizes these ζῷα as angels who participate in carrying out the divine plan 
of salvation for humankind, together with the angels surrounding Yahweh’s throne. It 
also characterizes them as real beings. 
We might add a related note here regarding the Hebrew Bible. Just as the 
Cherubim’s participation in visions does not stand in contradiction to their reality, neither 
does the presence of their images in sacred Temple representations. Both their activity in 
visions and their sculpture images evoke the reality of their being (even historical, as in 
Gen 3:24), of their stepping into the world, since the very employment of cherubic 
depictions and their very presence in visions are grounded upon and presuppose faith in 
their existence. Biblical symbolism contains no example of a prophet conveying his 
abstract ideas or forms of fantasy as living creatures. 
Returning to Revelation, some ancient exegetes find a proof against the angelic 
nature of the ζῷα in Revelation in the words of the “new song” which the ζῷα sing 
together with the πρεσβύτεροι to the Lamb (5:9). That song reads: “You are worthy to 
take the scroll and to open its seals, for you were slaughtered and by your blood you 
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ransomed for God saints from every tribe and language and people and nation.”27 
According to the old scholars, such as Campegius Vitringa and E. W. Henstenberg, the 
Cherubim, as angels, could not speak of their redemption by the blood of the Lamb. Yet, 
this hymn is sung by ζῷα together with πρεσβύτεροι, and nothing in the word usage of 
the scriptures contradicts an understanding of those words as uttered only by the latter. 
 
C. Other Interpretive Schools 
In concluding this overview of existing objections to the reality of the Cherubim, 
it should be noted that there are more schools of interpretation regarding the nature of the 
Cherubim. For instance, a formal kind of objection put forward by Bähr should be noted: 
that the real manifestation of the Cherubim may be deduced exclusively from Gen 3:24.28 
It is certainly right that in this pericope the reality, personal existence, and angelic nature 
of the Cherubim stand out with especial prominence, since the Cherubim here are actors 
in a historical narrative. Even one unequivocally clear pericope would be sufficient 
evidence for substantiating such an opinion, but, as we have seen in other places, 
numerous other important points can be made in favor of a real interpretation of the 
                                                
27 E. W. Hengstenberg says: “For the refutation of those who would understand by the Cherubim 
superior angels, what was advanced by Vitringa is quite sufficient: ‘These four creatures are throughout 
this vision connected with the assembly of elders, and are distinguished, not only from the angels, but also 
from all angels …’ Everywhere we find the territory of the Cherubim put in marked separation from that of 
the angels” (The Revelation of St. John, Expounded for those who Search the Scriptures, trans. Rev. Patrick 
Fairbairn [Edinburgh: T. & T Clark, 1851], 213). 
28 He makes this claim amidst his overall argument that the Cherubim “were ideal or fictitious 
witnesses of God … abstract and entirely fictitious symbols” (Patrick Fairbairn, The Typology of Scripture 
[Philadelphia: Smith and English, 1852], 195).  
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Cherubim. As Daniel Haneberg points out, the Cherubim appear as real angelic creatures 
in Genesis, and as real spiritual creatures in the visions of Ezekiel.29 Carl Friedrich Keil 
reaches a conclusion shared by Haneberg and others: 
We cannot regard any one of the foregoing views as in harmony with Scripture, but feel 
constrained to decide in favour of the third theory (the real), which takes the cherubim to 
be supra-mundane spiritual essences, a theory which, with various modifications, is 
adopted by v. Hofmann (381 ff.), Xiigelsbach, Haneberg, and others.30 
Another interpretive school, very old and outdated (seventeenth century), says 
that the Jews would designate plastic representations of angels with the name 
“Cherubim.” To see past this view it is sufficient to point to some of the aforementioned 
pericopes from Genesis and Ezekiel, where the Cherubim are presented as something 
quite different from plastic art figures. The only, and imaginary, argument for such an 
opinion would be to focus on one possible derivation of the word בוּרְכּ (kəәrūḇ), from בַתָכּ 
(kāṯaḇ): to write, to draw. But this derivation is one of the least probable. Further, that a 
piece of plastic art cannot encompass the title “Cherubim” may be seen from the fact that 
this name also designates the ָהיָח (ḥāyāh) of Ezekiel’s visions, which are very different in 
form than the cherubic representations in the Temple. 
Much more widespread are two new interpretations of the Cherubim, one of 
which presents them, according to their original significance, as mythological creatures 
analogous, for example, to the hybrid animal images of Assyrian mythology and plastic 
arts. In the next section we discuss and analyze these hypotheses of derivation, inasmuch 
                                                
29 In Haneberg, Religiösen Alterhümer der Bibel, 189. 
30 Carl Friedrich Keil, Manual of Biblical Archeology, vol. 1, trans. Rev. Frederick Crombie 
(Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1887), 12. 
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as they touch upon the inner substance of the cherubic nature. From there, a discussion 
will ensue regarding the symbolic interpretation of the Cherubim, presuming their reality, 
alongside an evaluation of the validity of a purely symbolic reading. In so doing, we also 
seek to analyze the major symbolic theories. 
 
4. Symbolic Theories of the Cherubim 
Before speaking of the symbolic hypothesis at large or in particular, it is worth 
noting that, quite remarkably, there has been little to no interest in the discussion of the 
symbolic significance of the Cherubim in recent scholarship. In her comprehensive 
commentary on Ezekiel, Katheryn Darr refers to perhaps one of the most recent—almost 
hundred-year-old—works on the theme: “On the symbolism of these four creatures, see 
L. Duerr, Ezekiels Vision von der Erscheinung Gottes (Ez. C. 1 und 10) im Lichte der 
vorderasitischen Altertumskunde (Wuerzburg: Richter, 1917).”31 This is not an accidental 
publishing date; indeed, the concern with a symbolic interpretation is characteristic of 
scholars of one, two or more previous centuries. In the final analysis, the lack of 
contemporary reflection in this venue is a reflection of what Daniel Block calls the 
modern “inordinate attention … to isolating … layers, at the expense of interpreting each 
statement in the light of its current context.”32 
                                                
31 Katheryn P. Darr, “The Book of Ezekiel” in The New Interpreter's Bible: A Commentary in 
Twelve Volumes (Nashville: Abingdon, 2001), VI: 1115.  
32 Daniel I. Block, The Book of Ezekiel: Chapters 1–24 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997), 314. 
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A. Symbolic Hypothesis at Large 
Nevertheless, this symbolic line of thought was very much present in the old 
scholarship and, as a conspicuous course of thought, demands its own excursus, despite 
its insolvency as a comprehensive or exclusive interpretation of the biblical Cherubim. In 
this section, I point to the general or fundamental flimsiness of the symbolic hypothesis 
and to the difficulties inherent and inevitable within it; in the subsequent section, I delve 
into its individual branches.  
This line of research arises from the assumption that the main, normative visage 
of the Cherubim is found in the visions of Ezekiel. It then attempts to bring these visions 
into accord with the relevant pericopes from the historical books. The commonality 
between the views of Valentin Thalhofer, Bähr, Oehler and Heinrich Havernick is that 
the Cherubim, principally on account of their symbolic meaning in Ezekiel, are not real 
creatures. They are purely symbolic figures, whose origins should be sought either in 
mythological echoes of foreign cults, or in the analogous forms of plastic art of 
neighboring nations, or, finally, merely in the free creative activity of the fantasy of the 
poets. In some researchers, we find attempts to unite internally all of these conjectural 
sources regarding the derivation of the cherubic image.  
The interpretation of the Cherubim exclusively as symbols of living created 
existence, that is, as ideal representatives of that existence, stands in line with an overall 
cosmic understanding of the biblical cult. The sources of such an understanding can be 
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found as early as Philo. Yet, this kind of understanding ignores the essential difference 
between biblical religion and other religions of the ancient world. Roughly speaking, the 
latter were religions of naturalism in the proper sense. The nature of their religious beliefs 
made cosmic symbolism and the mixing of ethical and physical notions inevitable. These 
religions, however, had no place in the spiritual religion of the Hebrew Bible. In the 
Hebrew Bible, a sharp line was drawn between the natural and the ethical, and thus 
symbols of a natural character, which fit in the pagan temples, could not be part of the 
Tabernacle of the Temple of the Israelites.  
Adding to this fundamental argument against a purely symbolic interpretation of 
the Cherubim is the fact that such an interpretation erases the entire historical grounding 
of the proto-revelation. As has already been noted, the author of the Eden and Cherubim 
narratives in Genesis assumed familiarity with the notion of the Cherubim for his 
contemporaries and audience. If he conceived of the Cherubim as guardians of Eden—as 
he clearly did—then neither he nor his readers would perceive in the Cherubim of the 
Tabernacle (or Temple) exclusively symbols, without substantial and independent 
existence, lacking any reality corresponding to those symbols. Otherwise, his entire 
narrative would boil down to allegory; yet, clearly, the author intends to pass on the 
history of humanity in living historical images. Despite the fundamentality of symbolism, 
authors want to convey not pure symbolism but also to point out certain concrete 
substantiality of heavenly world.  
Thus, there is no doubt that the Cherubim was a real creature for ancient Israelites 
familiar with the Pentateuch. Also, the (canonical) unity of the main notion of the 
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Cherubim requires us to see in the Cherubim of the Temple not only as symbols, but 
depictions or evocations—which, of course, did not aim for an exact copy—of real 
creatures. Further, it is impossible to point to any analogous idea in the entire Hebrew 
Bible, where a well-known abstract idea is gradually transferred to the image of a 
concretely delineated ָהיָח (ḥāyāh) or ζῷα. Finally, the comparison of the king of Tyre 
with the Cherubim would make no sense were the latter exclusively a symbol. 
 
B. Specific Symbolic Hypotheses 
Specific symbolic hypotheses for the Cherubim of the Temple and those in 
Ezekiel have varied with different exegetic schools. Generally speaking, it would 
probably be possible to divide these hypotheses into two main groups. According to one, 
the Cherubim personify Yahweh’s characteristics, particularly the holiness of the Deity 
and, as an inevitable consequence, the inaccessibility of this holiness to people.33 
According to the other group, in contrast, the Cherubim represent created life. 
Let us delve into the first outlook. The first difficulty with this idea is inherent in 
one of the cherubic designations, namely, that of ָהיָח (ḥāyāh) or ζῷα. The very 
designation seems to point to a contrast between God and creatures. And throughout all 
depictions of the Cherubim, as they occur in the various pericopes (even the visions), the 
Cherubim are obviously conceived in a relationship of subordination to Yahweh. God 
appoints the Cherubim as guards of the Tree of Life. The Cherubim are present before the 
                                                
33 This view is represented by Eduard Riehm and Gustav F. Oehler. 
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Ark of the Covenant—the place of Yahweh’s theophanies—in an awesome, reverential 
position. The Cherubim are God’s servants and the executioners of his commands in the 
visions of prophet Ezekiel and in the Revelation of John.  
Furthermore, the ancient Israelite cult doubtless lacks any trace of symbolic 
speculation in the proper sense; yet such speculation must necessarily be presumed if one 
wants to see, in the animal images, the personification of divine properties, of abstract 
ideas symbolized in cultic objects. Only historical contacts with other nations would lead 
the Israelites to the deification of creation. Yet, the Law’s decisive opposition to it (Exod 
20:1ff.) excludes the suggestion that the official cult might sanction such borrowings by 
allowing them into official liturgical services.  
Finally, it may be supposed with a great degree of probability that the prohibition 
against the representation of Yahweh, in light of the overall perceptional outlook of the 
ancient Israelites, would spread also to cover the symbolic representation of divine 
properties, inasmuch as concrete depictions of the various characteristics of Yahweh 
might lead to a wide flaming of polytheism. It would be altogether inconsistent to forbid, 
on the one hand, depictions of Yahweh on pain of death, yet, on the other hand, to 
demand the erection of images depicting Yahweh’s characteristics within the Temple.  
The second symbolic hypothesis is represented by old-school scholars such as 
Johann Peter Lange, Hengstenberg, Bähr and Scheiner. This view holds that created life 
found its expression in the figures of the Cherubim, and so it posits the Cherubim as 
principal symbols of created life. The weakness of this hypothesis is that it necessitates 
making a zoomorphic or zoo-hybrid countenance the principal cherubic countenance, and 
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this in all biblical passages. Yet we have seen that, on balance, the passages relating to 
this subject speak rather of a more anthropomorphic visage as the principal cherubic one. 
If a zoomorphic view is assumed, one can certainly provide no satisfactory explanation of 
Gen 3:24. Interpreting Gen 3:24 on this hypothesis would require stepping back to the 
first type of symbolic view, and seeing the Cherubim as witnesses to Yahweh’s glory as 
revealed in creation. As a consequence, this leaves Yahweh himself in the foreground, as 
the guard of Eden, with the Cherubim at the entrance to Eden as pure symbolic 
expressions of God, who through the power of his almightiness and holiness precludes 
man’s return to Eden. Irrespective of whether or not this thought is theologically 
irrefutable, it does not give one the right simply to eliminate a characteristically drawn 
image of the Cherubim from the historical narrative.  
Furthermore, could Moses, given his full knowledge of the Israelites’ propensity 
towards falling away from the normative cult, introduce representatives of created life 
into the public places of worship, and at that, in such a conspicuous place as Holy of 
Holies? Such a tack is unlikely. It would fan the danger of apostasy from the normative 
cult and towards the cult of nature, a cult which was widely denounced by the prophets. 
The manufacture of a golden calf in Exodus attests to the fact that the deification of 
animals and of animal symbolism do not differ too strictly from one another, and one 
frequently involves a distortion or transition to the other. 
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C. The Symbolic Meaning of the Cherubim 
Nevertheless, symbolic meaning is necessarily inherent to the Cherubim, even just 
in their belonging to the primordial realm of divine dominion. In contrast to angels in 
general, the Cherubim do not bear to people revelations of Yahweh’s will and commands, 
and therefore they do not take on a proper and full anthropomorphic image. Standing in 
very intimate relation to the appearance of Yahweh’s glory, they instead represent for 
humanity the primordial existence of God; yet they do so in forms accessible to human 
understanding, i.e., in symbols. Symbols are necessarily a part of the outer image of the 
Cherubim inamsuch as the symbolic image is the very purpose of the appearance of these 
angelic figures.  
So, what is the symbolic significance of the Cherubim, which should evidently 
alter with the varied purposes of their appearances? In Gen 3:24, the fire and sword 
placed in connection with the Cherubim symbolically point to the meaning and 
significance of stationing Cherubim at the entrance to Eden. Fire, according to frequent 
biblical usage, is an image of God’s wrath, which consumes the impurity of sin. For 
instance, Num 11:1 reads: “Now when the people complained in the hearing of the Lord 
about their misfortunes, the Lord heard it and his anger was kindled. Then the fire of the 
Lord burned against them, and consumed some outlying parts of the camp” (see also 
Deut 4:24; Ps 50:3; in the NT: Heb 12:29). It also has a broader meaning, serving as an 
image of divine life at large as manifested in relation to the impurity of sin, though here 
not as a consuming wrath, but as a purifying, enlightening fire of love:  
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The light of Israel will become a fire, 
and his Holy One a flame; 
and it will burn and devour 
his thorns and briers in one day. (Isa 10:17) 
Or again from Isaiah: “Then one of the Seraphs flew to me, holding a live coal that had 
been taken from the altar with a pair of tongs. The Seraph touched my mouth with it and 
said: ‘Now that this has touched your lips, your guilt has departed and your sin is blotted 
out’” (Isa 6:6–7; see also Mal 3:2). The context and meaning of Gen 3:24 demands the 
former significance, even as it does not totally exclude the latter, for these two divine 
qualities—theodicy and love—do not present something mutually exclusive or 
incompatible. Yet the Cherubim holds a sword, which primarily serves as an image of 
Yahweh’s wrath (e.g., Num 22:22–23; Isa 34:5; cf. 1 Chron 22:15), manifesting 
Yahweh’s theodicy. Thus in the first biblical passage mentioning the Cherubim, they 
appear symbolically in connection to Yahweh as he addresses humanity and inflicts a 
penalty for sin.  
In the historical books, where the statues of Cherubim on the Ark of the Covenant 
are introduced, only the composition of their wings is described in any detail. This detail, 
of course, points to the wings as the focal point in ascertaining the symbolic meaning and 
significance of the Cherubim in this pericope. Many scholars understand the Cherubim of 
the Holy of Holies as sentry, since in general they see the tutelary function as essential to 
the role of the Cherubim. If, however, the tutelary function belongs only to the Cherubim 
of Eden, and if images of the Cherubim decorate numerous other parts of the Tabernacle 
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and Temple, then their significance would seem to be greater than mere sentinel service. 
As we have seen, the Cherubim, as members of the heavenly host, are Yahweh’s 
companions and testify primarily to his presence. It stands to reason, then, that they 
would be present in a special way in the Holy of Holies, which is the preeminent place of 
the presence of Yahweh, the theocratic King of the people of God. Yahweh’s glory sits 
over the purifying entity, which explains why the Cherubim spread their wings over the 
Ark. In a wider sense, the entire space of the Holy of Holies is the dwelling place of 
Yahweh, which explains why the statues of the Cherubim in Solomon’s Temple spread 
their wings across the entire width of the Holy of Holies. Finally, in an even broader 
sense, the entire Temple, amidst all edifices of Jerusalem, was chiefly Yahweh’s house, 
which explains why the Cherubim are depicted on its walls, doors and vessels: as 
witnesses or testifiers to the glory of Yahweh. All of these examples supersede the 
tutelary function. 
From the position and positioning of the Cherubim in Solomon’s Temple, it is 
clear that the wings were consistent with those of the typical image of the Cherubim. 
Wings by themselves characterize the Cherubim as creatures of the heavenly realm. The 
poetic image in Ps 18 (cf. 2 Sam 22:11), which presents the Lord as swiftly moving upon 
the Cherubim, is analogous to the passage in Ps 68:33, where Yahweh is represented as a 
“rider on the heavens” (יֵמְשׁ יֵמְשִׁבּ בֵֹכרָל; lārōḵêḇ bišmê šəәmê). It is also analogous to Isa 
19:1, where Yahweh sits on a light cloud. All of these images of flight symbolize 
Yahweh’s almightiness: he stands in superior relation to and exercises dominion over the 
entire creation, as represented by his riding upon the highest order of created beings, the 
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Cherubim.  
The Cherubim in Ezekiel’s visions are characterized by a particularly profound 
symbolic significance, a significance which owes to the special and multifaceted purpose 
of the vision, but which does not, as we have seen, supplant their reality. In general, when 
all of the fantastic pieces of the prophet’s visionary puzzle are assembled together, the 
vision appears to the prophet as “the appearance of the likeness of the glory of the Lord” 
(Ezek 1:28;  ְכּ תוּמְדּ הֵאְרַמהָוְהי־דֹוב ; mar’êh dəәmūṯ kəәḇōwḏ-Yahweh). Hence the Cherubim 
here principally represent Yahweh’s power and glory. That Yahweh’s glory (הָוְהי־דֹובְכּ; 
kəәḇōwḏ-Yahweh) is inseparable from the Cherubim is confirmed again later, when 
Ezekiel watches that glory abandon the Temple and the city in order to dwell outside of 
them. For when it does so, it departs upon the Cherubim (Ezek 10:18; 11:23).  
But what of the specifics of Ezekiel’s vision? As the creatures most representing 
and embodying Yahweh’s glory within the created world, the Cherubim unite within 
themselves all of the highest and most vital forces expressed in creation, as is seen in the 
focal point of their appearance: their four faces. The eyes covering the cherubic bodies 
signify the highest spiritual advantages of these beings—especially their profound 
knowledge—which were received from the Creator. The symbol of the eyes clearly 
connects with the purpose of the vision: just as the eye of God penetrates all things, and 
just as his judgment extends even to the innermost things, so this trait is symbolically 
represented in the messengers and executors of his judgment. Zimmerli amalgamates the 
symbolism of the carriers with that of the carried one, saying that these eyes symbolize 
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“the all-seeing power of the Rider of the throne-chariot.”34 The Cherubim’s quickness, 
rapidity of motion and ability to walk without looking back is expressed by the wheels, 
each of which corresponds to a Cherub. The quaternary number of wheels and Cherubim 
predominates as a significant number in images of these beings, with interpretations 
traditionally pointing to the catholicity and universality of theocracy in general. The 
wings of Ezekiel’s Cherubim have great natural significance in two regards: first, they 
serve as flying devices, and second, they partly cover the body of each Cherubim, thereby 
expressing pious service to Yahweh; the same is seen with the Seraphim. 
Having indicated the symbolic meanings of the individual features with which 
Cherubim appear in different biblical passages, it is appropriate to point out the symbolic 
ideas common to all of these pericopes, which is expressed in two features invariably 
present in the Cherubim’s appearance. These features are, first, the overall 
anthropomorphic visage and, second, the fact that they are winged. Just as angels appear 
to people in human form, so also the Cherubim in the Hebrew Bible have an 
anthropomorphic look as their general image. The human visage is a vessel bearing a 
godlike human spirit. Yet in contrast and addition to the purely human form, according to 
the ancient biblical view the cherubic countenance is capable of expressing and 
symbolizing the idea of the highest spiritual perfections possessed by these creatures. 
The other inseparable attribute of the external appearance of the Cherubim is their 
wings. Wings are sometimes absent from angels, a distinction explainable by the varying 
                                                
34 Walther Zimmerli, Ezekiel 1: A Commentary on the Book of the Prophet Ezekiel, Chapters 1–
24, trans. Ronald Clements (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1979), 129.  
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missions of angels and Cherubim. Cherubim are not sent to humans as messengers from 
Yahweh. Rather, the Cherubim manifest his punitive or pardoning presence or 
appearance in the world. Obviously, the activity of the Cherubim is not tied to the earth; 
hence, they appear with the immanent symbol of their free motion, wings.  
As a final round of this excursus into the scholarship on the symbolic 
interpretation of the Cherubim, it is worth noticing some peculiar trends among scholars 
who recognize the Cherubim as real beings of the higher spiritual world, or as special 
angels. To begin, Kliefoth links each cherubic appearance to the idea of Yahweh’s grace-
filled presence. Yet in so doing, the symbolic range of these beings is narrowed and 
specialized more than necessary. On the one hand, Gen 3:24 demonstrates that the 
Cherubim can appear without connection to a theophany. On the other hand, the poetic 
image of Yahweh sitting on the Cherubim, as well as the visions of Ezekiel (and of the 
Book of Revelation), testify that the symbolic idea expressed by the Cherubim is much 
wider and more encompassing than Kliefoth’s definition allows. Hofmann formulates the 
symbolic idea of the Cherubim in a manner similar to Kliefoth.35  
Johann Kurtz makes an interesting attempt to explain the idea of the Cherubim 
allegorically: based on the comparison between the Cherubim and the King of Tyre, 
Kurtz perceives the Cherubim of Ezekiel and furthermore in the Cherubim in general, the 
symbolic image of created perfection, which was present in the first perfect human before 
the fall and its consequences. He suggests that  
                                                
35 See Carl Friedrich Keil and Franz Delitzsh, Biblical Commentary on the Old Testament (1857-
78), http://www.sacred-texts.com/bib/cmt/kad/eze001.htm (accessed November 1, 2012). 
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man is intended to be the terrestrial Cherub, even as the Cherub is the heavenly man. But 
the Fall changes the whole aspect of things; man must now be driven forth, and yet 
Paradise, with its tree of life, be preserved. Hence God places in the meantime, in it 
heavenly beings instead of man …The Cherubim assume a terrestrial shape. The 
Cherubim are substitutes of man. …Before his fall, man, created in the likeness of God, 
was unconditionally and absolutely the climax and the sum of all terrestrial and creature 
perfection, and also unconditionally and absolutely lord and king over all the animals. 
But the Fall deprived him of this high place. The animal world has in part at least 
emancipated itself from his dominion; and to humble him it also appears that it even 
possesses powers and capabilities which man has not, at least to the same extent or in the 
same perfection. Hence every creature perfection found on earth, and no longer existing 
in man, had to be comprehended and combined along with the form of man, in order thus 
to exhibit in the Cherubim an appearance corresponding to the purpose in view.36 
Yet Kurtz’s explanation does not hold firm ground in the biblical texts. The poetic 
comparison of the king of Tyre to the Cherubim testifies nothing about the relationship 
between humans and the Cherubim in general. And if Kurtz were to seek confirmation 
for his theory in Gen 3:24, here again the text speaks not of Eden’s repopulation by the 
Cherubim (in place of the expelled humans), but only of the Cherubim’s guarding of 
Eden. In addition, Kurtz’s idea seems to demand the hybrid image—a composition of 
various elements of the animal world—as the main visage of the Cherubim; but this, as 
we have seen, is incorrect. Kurtz himself recognizes the anthropomorphic image as the 
main appearance of the Cherubim. 
These newer scholars, then, by dividing the Cherubim into types—whether of 
God’s presence or of the entire created life—do not quite correctly convey the idea of the 
Cherubim, even though they do admit their reality. Consider one last example of such an 
approach, from nineteenth century scholar Johannes Nikel: 
Am ehesten liessen sich die Cherubim noch fassen als Repraesentanten des ganzen 
geschoepflichen Lebens ueberhaupt. Aber dann muss man jedenfalls aufs strengste 
                                                
36 Kurtz, History of the Old Covenant, 81-82. 
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unterscheiden zwischen rein idealen und wirklich existierenden Repraesentanten, und nur 
in letzeterem Sinne kann man diese Auffassung gelten lassen, sofern sie danach nicht als 
abstrakte Begriffe, sondern als reell existierende Wesen der hoechsten und 
vollkommensten Art erscheinen, die eben deshalb auch Gott also dem Urquell alles 
Lebens und aller Vollkommentheit zunaechst stehen, andererseits alles geschoepfliche 
Leben in seiner hoechsten Potenz und Gesamtheit in sich repraesentieren. (Katholik, 
1858, s. 263. Aenhlich Scheiner, im Kirchenlex v. Wetzer u. Welte, 1 Aufl. S. v. 
Cherubim, Haneberg, Geschichte der Bibl. Offenbarung, 2 Aufl. S. 27, Anm. Zschokke, 
Theologie der Propheten, s. 205).37  
Notwithstanding the fact that such an interpretation—especially in Scheiner—borders 
closely upon a refutation of the reality of the Cherubim, it is nevertheless applicable only 
to the Cherubim of Ezekiel, since only they, doubtless, possess a hybrid image. Even at 
that, the Cherubim of Ezekiel act independently along with the appearance of Yahweh’s 
glory, and not just as simple, impersonal symbols. Once again, the idea of the Cherubim 
is constricted into a narrow type.  
In contrast, and in conclusion, the following may be affirmed: on the one hand, 
the biblical witness presents the Cherubim time and again as in essence real and spiritual 
beings. On the other hand, these beings stand in very close proximity to Yahweh, the 
Source of every being and the God of every flesh. Because of this proximity, the 
Cherubim really do symbolically represent in themselves the entirety of created life in its 
highest manifestations. One does best to resist the temptation to reduce either aspect of 
this overall view in attempting to articulate their nature and symbolism.
                                                
37 Johannes Nikel, Die Lehre des Alten Testamentes über die Cherubim und Seraphim (Breslau: 
Druck von Grass, Barth und Comp., 1890). 73n.1. 
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CHAPTER 3: ORIGINS OF THE CHERUBIM: ANCIENT NEAR EAST AND 
ETYMOLOGICAL EVIDENCE 
This chapter focuses on the origins of the Cherubim, seeking to establish which 
aspects of the idea of the Cherubim and of their outer image are borrowed from Near-
Eastern neighbors, and which seem to be original to the biblical texts. The first part of the 
chapter reviews some of the history of scholarship on the question of the “blood 
relationship” of the biblical Cherubim to the variegated Near-Eastern mythological 
creatures. It also considers what literary borrowing from Near-Eastern sources at large 
could or could not have taken place in the Hebrew Bible. The second part of the chapter 
contains an etymological overview of cherubic origins. That is, it discusses various 
hypotheses regarding the etymology of the word “Cherub(im).” 
 
1. The Cherubim and Near-Eastern Mythological Creatures: History of Scholarship  
A. General Remarks Regarding a Mythological Approach to Hebrew Scripture 
Before beginning to explore the grounds of the mythological approach to the 
Bible, and its possible commonalities with this research, I first make a few general points 
regarding the mythological approach. In brief, I find the approach to be fallacious, with a 
methodology largely consisting of isolating a secondary characteristic—a detail definitely 
not present in many pericopes—and then transferring that trait onto an entire 
phenomenon. An important example of such a transposition, of applying a non-essential 
cherubic feature to the whole phenomenon of the Cherubim, is demonstrated in the 
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following sections. Yet I would note here, from the start, that an adequate theory must be 
all-inclusive, it must be able to embrace all essential and indispensable features, and it 
must be able to distinguish these features from what is non-essential.  
A further problem with the mythological approach to the Bible is that, as Nahum 
Sarna says, “The creation account is non-mythological.” He continues: “In this respect 
too, the Genesis story represents a complete break with Near Eastern tradition.”1 The 
importance of recognizing this break is paramount, for of course the question concerns 
not only Genesis but the entire religion of Israel. Sarna rightly observes: “The religion of 
Israel is essentially non-mythological, there being no suggestion of any theo-biography.”2 
Sarna’s observation is wonderfully insightful and important. To make his case, he 
considers in detail the book of Genesis, which, as the fullest biblical creation account, 
and thus perhaps the only—or at least the fullest possible—biblical narrative of divine 
pedigree, serves as an important and revealing case. And what does one find in Genesis? 
According to Sarna: “Nowhere is this non-mythological outlook better illustrated than in 
the Genesis narrative. … It has no notion of the birth of God and no biography of God.”3 
Such is not the situation for Near-Eastern mythologies: “Far different is the 
Mesopotamian account. Theogony is inextricably tied up with cosmogony.”4  
                                                
1 Nahum M. Sarna, Understanding Genesis: The World of the Bible in the Light of History (New 
York: Schocken Books, 1966), 9. 
2 Ibid. (ital. mine). 
3 Ibid., 9–10. 
4 Ibid.  
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In addition to the crucial, watershed issue of theo-biography, another important 
difference draws a line between biblical accounts and Near-Eastern mythology, namely, 
the stance towards magic. For instance, taking as an example the Epic of Gilgamesh, one 
finds mention there of an idyllic, magic garden with jewel-bearing trees.5 Yet when 
Genesis describes the land of Havilah, it does so in an unobtrusive manner, and without 
any apparent or particular connection to what is being said. Further, its description 
naturalizes the mythological flair of the Gilgamesh garden. This description offers a 
glimpse of a larger biblical agenda: not to mythologize but to de-mythologize. 
The two trees in the Garden of Eden further demonstrate the differences between 
biblical and Near-Eastern mythological accounts. These trees, one of Life and one of the 
Knowledge of Good and Evil, are the most prominent characteristics of Eden. The theme 
of the Tree of Life is also fairly widespread in the ancient Near East. Widengren 
dedicated his The King and the Tree of Life to this theme in Mesopotamian myth.6 
Proverbs, too, often resorts to the same image: “She is a tree of life to those who lay hold 
of her” (Prov 3:18); “The fruit of the righteous is a tree of life” (11:30); “Hope deferred 
makes the heart sick, / but a desire fulfilled is a tree of life” (13:12); and “A gentle tongue 
is a tree of life” (15:4).  
Let us compare three details regarding how the “tree of life” is presented in 
                                                
5 Epic of Gilgamesh, trans. Maureen Kovacs (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1989), Tablet 
IX; 78–9. 
6 Geo Widengren, The King and the Tree of Life in Ancient Near Eastern Religion (Uppsala: 
Lundequistka Bokhandeln, 1951). 
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various accounts. First, in Babylonian mythology, one finds a “plant of life” and, related 
to it, the “water of life” which sustains this plant. The mention of the river in Eden 
probably echoes these motifs, but it is essential that the biblical audience learns of two 
branches of Eden’s river, namely, the Tigris and Euphrates. Here we see that specifying 
details are added in the Bible. These details are not accidental but reflect the Bible’s 
naturalizing, de-mythologizing agenda. The river in question is not mythical, but one 
encompassing the Tigris and Euphrates. 
A second contrast between the trees in Mesopotamian mythology and the Bible is 
even more revealing. The Babylonian tree has magical qualities that are effective 
independent of God. The biblical trees have no such properties existing independently of 
Yahweh. They are within the divine dominion, and their supernatural powers are 
ineffective without God’s will. Adam and Eve gained no special powers after partaking 
of the fruit of the Tree of Knowledge, nor could they hide from Yahweh to conceal their 
transgression, nor did they even attempt to resist God’s judgment. In the biblical account, 
God’s absolute authority and will are never questioned, and the magical aspect is 
conspicuously absent.  
Third, the difference between biblical and mythological accounts is also seen in 
the focus of attention of the accounts, in the move from the common or familiar to the 
uncommon. For instance, if the Tree of Life is a fairly well known phenomenon in the 
ancient Near East, the Tree of Knowledge is entirely unknown. Yet the bulk of the 
biblical reader’s attention is put squarely upon the latter. Even the divine ban to eat the 
fruit refers to this tree. The serpent in its conversation with Eve makes no mention of the 
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Tree of Life, nor does Yahweh interrogate Adam about it after he had partaken of the 
forbidden fruit. After being mentioned at the beginning of the account, the Tree of Life 
comes into the picture again only at the very end, in the description of the expulsion from 
the Garden. These details are significant, again, in light of the common motif of a Tree of 
Life in the religion of the ancient Near East, and in light of the fact that the Tree of 
Knowledge is known only through biblical accounts.  
As for the theme of the Tree of Life, it is closely connected in ancient Near-
Eastern conceptions to the theme of immortality, the quest for which was a preoccupation 
in the Near East. The Epic of Gilgamesh is a powerful monument to this obsession. 
Preoccupation with death, the other side of the coin of the quest for immortality, was also 
a salient feature of Egyptian religion and civilization.7 The Hebrew Bible, meanwhile, 
shifts the focus of attention away from the Tree of Life and immortality, giving it a 
subordinate role and accentuating very different motives of living: responsibility, 
morality, free will, and everything that falls within the spectrum of one’s relationship 
with God! Here again is a stark contrast between biblical and Near-Eastern traditions: in 
the biblical conception, the meaning and fullness of life relies upon the exercise of human 
initiative and free will; in the Near East, the focus is upon the magic of immortality.  
Bearing in mind these Weltanschauung differences, we can see how these 
examples show the deficiency of approaching the Bible with mythological 
presuppositions. As we shall see in what follows, the same types of problems are found in 
                                                
7 See Chapter 4 of Henri Frankfort’s Ancient Egyptian Religion: An Interpretation (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1948). 
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approaching the Cherubim in a mythological manner. Yet before turning to the specific 
subject of the Cherubim, let us review the contours of the history of scholarship on the 
relationship between ancient Near East mythological creatures and biblical accounts of 
the Cherubim. 
 
B. The Mythological Hypothesis: Similarity Based on Tutelary Function 
Despite its limitations, the mythological hypothesis has endured in scholarship for 
centuries. Knobel, one of the decisive proponents of the mythological interpretation of 
the Cherubim, says,  
In the ancient (Ctesius, Appianus, Philostrates) place in the North of India and in general 
in the country of gods, were legendary gryphons guarding gold. Others (Herodotus IV, 
13-27) point to them in the far North with the Arimasps also as guards of gold. From this 
saga, probably, the author [of Genesis] borrowed his information, who knew also the 
auriferous land of Havilah.8  
Delitzsch, for his part, points to the Persian saga about 99,999 guards of a tree with a 
resurrecting power.9 But perhaps the most ardent interpreter of the Cherubim as 
mythological creatures was Vatke. “The cherubim,” he says,  
are originally identical to the gryphons, as is clearly seen from Ezekiel, a place from 
which we must depart. The cherubim to whom the king of Tyre, guarding his treasures, is 
being compared, appears here on the holy mountain of gods in Eden; he walks amidst 
fiery stones and covers, spreads over them with his spread-out wings. The mountain of 
gods mentioned in parallel with Eden naturally means not Sion, but a well-known 
mountain of gods in Asian mythology, which is bordered by the Jewish conception of 
Eden or paradise, the entrance to which, according to a somewhat altered conception, the 
cherubim were guarding with a flaming sword. They block access to the divine, close it 
with their spread-out wings, and are found depicted on curtains serving the same 
                                                
8 August Wilhelm Karl Knobel, Commentar zur Genesis (1852), 51. 
9 Franz Delitzsch, A New Commentary on Genesis, trans. Sophia Taylor (Edinburgh: T. & T. 
Clark: 1888), 196ff. 
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purposes. They are in no way the representation of the divine characteristics but only 
point to them indirectly, as the guards of the divine, making up his suite.10 
The Cherubim are also identified with guarding gryphons (or griffins) by Thenius,11 
Tuch,12 and Riehm. Riehm notes: “The cherubim are the guards of the sacred place where 
God is present—the guards, first of all, of his dwelling place on the תֶֹרפַּכַּה (ḵappōreṯ), and 
then in the entire Holy of Holies.”13 
The common element in these various mythological explanations is that the 
guarding function of the Cherubim, as expressed in Gen 3:24 and particularly in Ezek 
28:14, is transferred onto the Cherubim of the Holy of Holies and then proclaimed as the 
original and essential characteristic of their very nature (which nature is conceived in 
relation to other mythological creatures). The following may be said against this 
interpretation. First of all, even in places where the Cherubim are pictured as guards with 
alleged clarity, the guarding they perform is something quite different from the way 
“guarding” is usually considered. Least of all are they presented as guards of any 
treasures, yet neither could they be called maintainers of the sacred, for the idea of 
Yahweh’s need for enclosure or protection by someone is quite contrary to the biblical 
teaching about Yahweh. Second, in pericopes such as Ps 18:9–10, Ezek 1 and 10, and 
                                                
10 Wilhelm Vatke, Die biblische Theologie, vol. 1 (Bethge: Berlin, 1835), 325. 
11 Otto Thenius, Die Bücher Der Könige (Leipzig: Weidmann’sche Buchhandlung, 1849), 77. 
12 Johann Tuch, Kommentar über die Genesis (Halle: Verlag der Buchhandlung des 
Waisenhauses,1838), 76. 
13 Eduard Riehm, “Die Cherubim in der Stiftshütte und im Tempel,” Theologische Studien und 
Kritiken 44, no. 3 [1871]: 429; cf. his Alttestamentliche Theologie (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck und Ruprecht, 
1885), 89.  
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Rev 4–6, it is impossible to find any indication of the Cherubim as guards of God or of 
anything divine. These passages are entirely unexplainable if the guarding function is 
posited as belonging to the very essence of the Cherubim or as organically connected to 
their nature. If it is suggested that this guarding function, over the course of time, took a 
step backwards in prominence in the Jewish conception, then this step itself, on a 
canonical reading, speaks against recognizing the guarding function as essential—
especially since these texts show not just a fading away of the guarding function, but the 
complete, traceless disappearance thereof. Third, the same kinds of difficulties arise in 
places where Yahweh promises to reveal his will over the Ark of the Covenant between 
the two Cherubim. Exodus 25:22 reads: “There I will meet with you, and from above the 
mercy seat, from between the two Cherubim that are on the Ark of the Covenant, I will 
deliver to you all my commands for the Israelites.” And Num 7:89 reads: “When Moses 
went into the tent of meeting to speak with the Lord, he would hear the voice speaking to 
him from above the mercy seat that was on the Ark of the Covenant from between the two 
Cherubim; thus it spoke to him.” What have these texts to do with guarding? Fourth, in 
the same way, it is an arbitrary decision to see guardians of the Temple in the colossal 
cherubic statues in Solomon’s Temple. That their faces are turned towards the Temple or 
“facing the nave” (ִתֽיָבַּל; labbāyiṯ; 2 Chron 3:13), at least, gives no grounds for such a 
conclusion.  
At first blush, it is perhaps more probable to suggest that one sees a process of the 
gradual disappearance of the Cherubim’s guarding function in Solomon’s placing of the 
new Cherubim statues. The idea is that the original guardians of the Ark of the Covenant 
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gradually became, in the minds of the people, so wholly and fully the carriers of 
Yahweh’s throne,14 that later in the Temple it was deemed necessary to put up new 
guardians in the form of colossal statues. Yet even if the Israelites in Solomon’s time did 
consider these new images of the Cherubim to be guardians of the Ark, one finds no 
reason to assert that the Cherubim over the Ark itself had lost this guarding significance 
in people’s minds, since the only distinction between the outer images of the two couples 
of statues boils down to size and positioning—a difference, that is, between the 
Tabernacle as an itinerant Temple and the Temple of Solomon as the permanent dwelling 
place of Yahweh. And if, according to Solomon’s contemporaries, the Cherubim were no 
longer understood as guards, then from whence came the idea of understanding the newly 
                                                
14 This idea of the Cherubim acting as throne-bearers is contested in Raanan Eichler’s article “The 
Function of the Ark Cherubim” (in Tabriz: A Quarterly for Jewish Studies 79, no. 2 [2010]: 165–85). In his 
English résumé of this Hebrew article, he says: “The two temples described in detail in the Hebrew Bible, 
the Temple of Solomon and the wilderness Tabernacle, contained in their innermost chamber, the focal 
point of Israelite worship, the Ark of the Covenant and two sculpted representations of fantastic winged 
creatures, the cherubim. Understanding the symbolic function of these cherubim may be central to 
understanding the ancient Israelite cult. The prevailing view regarding this question is that the cherubim 
formed, or supported, the throne of YHWH, while the Ark beneath them served as his footstool. The 
Temple cherubim and Ark are thus considered together as an instance of the sphinx-throne, a known motif 
in Phoenician and Canaanite visual art from the biblical period. This paper challenges the prevailing view 
on several grounds. First, biblical sources explicitly define the cherubim as having the role of guardians, 
not throne-bearers. These sources cannot be down-dated and dismissed, since they are backed up by 
multiple sources that consistently show that the cherubim were not the primary objects in the Temple and 
Tabernacle, as would be expected if they served as the throne of YHWH; second, no actual throne is 
mentioned in the Bible in relation to the cherubim; third, the cherubim as described in the Bible stood 
upright, while all throne-bearing creatures in Ancient Near Eastern visual art are quadrupeds; fourth, the 
large dimensions attributed to the cherubim of the Temple would have left insufficient space for a 
proportional throne. It is shown that the cherubim as described in the Bible correspond to a different motif 
in Egyptian-Canaanite iconography, that of the winged protectors. In this motif, two or more winged 
creatures flank a deity, a person, or an object, spreading their wings toward it in a gesture of protection. A 
common form of this motif, in which the wings meet in a diamond pattern, appears in several Iron Age 
items from the Land of Israel, and corresponds specifically to the cherubim of the Tabernacle as depicted in 
the Bible. A less common form, in which the protecting beings appear en face with their wings spread to 
the sides, appears on the 14th-century BCE sarcophagus of the Pharaoh Tutankhamun, and corresponds to 
the cherubim of the Temple.” 
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erected cherubic statues as such, especially given that they differ from their predecessors 
only in magnitude and positioning?  
A corollary of this guarding view is the belief that the Cherubim-as-guards were 
purely symbolic creatures, that is, myths indicating Yahweh’s overall inaccessibility. Yet 
it follows that the Israelites familiar with the Gen 3:24 narrative saw in the Cherubim real 
creatures, since only such creatures, and not exclusively symbols, could guard the way to 
the Tree of Life. Given this realist understanding of the Cherubim, would these same 
Israelites consider the Cherubim of the Temple as pure symbols? This contradiction is not 
eliminated and even stands out more boldly for adherents to the later school of dating the 
Pentateuch to the time of Solomon or even later. In this case, it would need to be 
conjectured that the Israelites of the period of kings, who had the Torah and considered 
the Cherubim of Eden to be real creatures, at one and the same time considered the 
Cherubim of the Temple exclusively as symbols without any corresponding reality.  
A further argument given in favor of viewing the Cherubim as mythological 
guardians is borrowed from the realm of comparative religious studies. This hypothesis 
allegedly proves the inner likeness of the Cherubim with similar creatures of Near 
Eastern mythologies, in particular, gryphons.15 The basis of the inner kinship between the 
two was seen in the tutelary function, of Eden in the case of Cherubim, and of golden 
treasures in the case of gryphons. Both are known to drive the deity’s chariot and carry 
the deity on their wings. Ostensibly, the pericope of Ezek 28 particularly favors and 
                                                
15 One such theory, which will be explored later, is based on etymological hypotheses regarding 
the derivation of בוּרְכּ [kəәrūḇ] and gryphon. 
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highlights this kind of similarity. However, what the Cherubim in Ezekiel, to whom the 
king of Tyre is compared, spread over and “guard” is not the precious stones, that is, not 
a treasure. The expression “spreading over” points rather to the Cherubim of the Ark of 
the Covenant, who were not considered guardians at all. Also,  ֙םיִהלֱֹא שֶׁד ֹ֤ ק ר ַ֨הְבּ (bəәhar 
qōḏeš ’ĕlōhîm) was not the mountain of the gods about which, on behalf of the king of 
Babylon, the prophet Isaiah speaks (see Isa 14:13; cf. the Greek Olympus, the Hindi 
Kailasa, the Iranian Albordsch, or the Germanic Asgard), but is actually a reference to 
Eden and to Mount Sinai, where Yahweh told Moses to make two Cherubim spreading 
over the תֶֹרפַּכַּה (ḵappōreṯ). 
As long as we are dwelling on the guarding aspect of creatures: it is striking that 
with the refutation of the idea that the tutelary function comprises the essence of the 
Cherubim, all or nearly all of the mythologically-based comparisons perish. Wood says: 
“As concerns the cultic contexts in which the Cherubim appear, our exegetical work on 
the biblical passages highlighted several characteristic features of the cherubim. The 
tutelary function of the cherubim with regard to the divine locale is paramount.”16 Rather, 
what is unarguable is that the tutelary function is paramount in the ancient Near East, and 
that the differences between this function of Near-Eastern mythological creatures and the 
biblical Cherubim are paramount, as our study shows. 
Indeed it is the case that in mythological creatures of the Near East the idea of 
guarding decisively prevails. Yet against comparing or identifying these creatures with 
                                                
16 Wood, Of Wings and Wheels, 162. 
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the Cherubim speaks that historically doubtless fact that Mosaic Law in its entire 
composition denies and rejects both internal and external connection with pagan notions 
and ideas that could, and did in reality, find access amidst the Israelites through their 
contacts with nations. Certainly, around the time of Moses, many pagan customs, cults 
and views predominated with the Israelites, but the Mosaic mission consisted to a great 
extent in rejecting them, throwing them out of the official cult and de-sanctioning them. 
The Cherubim were not just something tolerated on the part of the Law by 
condescension; rather, they had been approved by the Law for the Temple and took not a 
secondary but a very important place there. Therefore, we are not dealing here with 
Moses sparing the feelings and pagan beliefs of the people, or with his finding an 
accommodation for them. So much is also clear from the Solomonic activity five 
centuries later: Solomon not only did not consider removing the images of the Cherubim 
but also, in addition to those on the תֶֹרפַּכַּה (ḵappōreṯ), put up two more colossal statues of 
the Cherubim in the Holy of Holies—which he was highly unlikely to do merely out of 
regard for insignificant vestiges of pagan mythological notions.  
Whereas mythological interpretations of the Cherubim are based primarily on the 
guarding connection between the cherubic image and the mythological creatures of the 
Near East, a separate train of thought—less prominent though still important—governs a 
different mythologically-related hypothesis. There exists a tendency to advance, in a one-
sided and insufficiently substantiated manner, the significance of one or another isolated 
biblical pericope mentioning the Cherubim, and therefrom to build up theories about the 
nature of the Cherubim—theories which posit their mythological origin.  
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Among old school commentators, such is the theory Riehm develops in his four 
essays on the Cherubim.17 Dating the Pentateuch to the time of Solomon and assuming 
that the expression of the ancient Israelite view of the Cherubim and their original image 
arises from the Cherubim of the Tabernacle, Riehm places his foremost attention on 
biblical pericopes which describe the composition of the cherubic wings. According to 
him, the composition of their wings determines their spatial relation to the theophanic 
cloud, and the conclusion he reaches is: “Maximi vero momenti hoc esse videtur quod 
tota haec Cheruborum description ei sententiae qua, nubis deum velantis analogia nisi, e 
Cherubis dei spelndorem, etsi ab iis obtegatur et temperetur.”18 In other words, the 
Cherubim were nothing but clouds placed in connection with creatures of the animal 
world, for the purpose of screening Yahweh.19 Riehm points out that both the cloud and 
the Cherubim were originally conceived as ornithomorphic. He also notes that both 
clouds and Cherubim share a commonality: both express the unavailability and glory of 
Yahweh. Therefore, he argues, both must be identical with respect to inner substance. 
The difference in their outward appearances he explains with reference to Ps 18, which 
places a cloud in connection with the Cherubim,20 and by ascribing the change between 
                                                
17 Eduard Riehm, De Natura et Notione Symbolica Cheruborum (Basel: Balmer et Riehm, 1864); 
“Die Cherubim in der Stiftshütte und im Tempel”; Handwörterbuchs des biblischen Altertums für gebildete 
Bibelleser, vol. 1 (Leipzig: Velhagen & Klasing, 1884), 280; Alttestamentliche Theologie, 90. 
18 Riehm, De Natura et Notione Symbolica Cheruborum, 23. 
19 The question that should be pressed from the start here is: why is the theophanic cloud being 
identified with the spreading over or covering of the תֶֹרפַּכַּה [ḵappōreṯ] by the Cherubim?  
20 Psalm 18:10–12 reads: “He rode on a Cherub and flew; / he came swiftly upon the wings of the 
wind. / He made darkness his covering around him, / his canopy thick clouds dark with water. / Out of the 
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the two to the Israelite imagination.  
Yet when could this alleged change have occurred, and how can other biblical 
mentions of the Cherubim, occurring in very different contexts and having very different 
meanings, be reconciled with it? First of all, there exists no single convincing analogy 
wherein Israelite imagination would symbolize clouds or any meteorological phenomena 
as certain typical images relating to animal life. The very suggestion of the 
transformation of a cloud into a living creature is improbable. Nor is there a mediating 
link in this transformation. It also follows from this theory that the anthropomorphic 
image of the Cherubim on the Ark of the Covenant is arbitrary. And how would the other 
pericopes involving the Cherubim be explained? For instance, what significance would 
the four symbolic faces of the Cherubim of the visions of prophet Ezekiel (and of 
Revelation) have? Riehm answers: “With the four faces are designated the prevailing 
powers and abilities given by God to the cherubim for the fulfilling of their service (ad 
munus suum sustinendum)”21—understanding by “service” that the Cherubim carry the 
Deity and his throne in all directions. Yet the movement of the Cherubim, in all 
directions, is already manifested by their quarternary number, and thus the existence of 
given, particular faces remains without a satisfactory explanation.  
The Genesis narrative of the Cherubim also contradicts this theory. The symbols 
of fire and sword would be out of place presuming the symbolic images for the Cherubim 
                                                                                                                                            
brightness before him / there broke through his clouds / hailstones and coals of fire.” 
21 Riehm, De Natura et Notione Symbolica Cheruborum, 21.  
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envisioned by Riehm. In addition, according to Gen 3:24 the Cherubim are appointed not 
to screen the sacred place but to seal Eden; this is why the author notes the way (ךְֶר ֶ֖דּ; 
dereḵ) to Eden and to the Tree of Life. Yet the Cherubim only guard the Tree of Life; 
they are not appointed to limit and block the entire sacred space. Riehm wants to 
circumvent this difficulty by stating that the earliest Israelite notion, recorded in the 
Elohist narrative of Genesis, is totally unaware of Eden as the primordial dwelling place 
of humanity, of the expulsion from Eden, and of the Cherubim as guards of Eden,22 and 
that the Yahwist narrative containing this information is dated later and is not in accord 
with the Elohist story of primordial humanity—a story which, nevertheless, includes a 
depiction of the same golden age. However, how could a later author or editor have 
introduced into his narrative an idea regarding the guarding of Eden that has nothing in 
common with the basic symbols of inaccessibility of the Deity, if the idea were not 
already in the consciousness of the author’s contemporaries? At the same time, Riehm 
states that in later redactions, only the outer appearance could have undergone changes, 
but not the significance or type of service of the Cherubim. 
The non-applicability of Riehm’s interpretation to even the Cherubim of the 
Tabernacle and Temple could be seen already from the fact that, in addition to the 
Cherubim in the Holy of Holies, their depictions were present on the curtain, covers, 
walls and doors, and also on the surfaces of various Temple utensils. These latter objects 
bearing representations of the Cherubim are the least likely candidates to represent the 
                                                
22 Riehm, “Die Cherubim in der Stiftshütte und im Tempel,” 406–7. 
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sealing of Yahweh’s magnificence or for pointing to the Deity’s invisibility and 
inaccessibility. Yet if we dismiss the erroneous analogy Riehm discerns between the 
Cherubim and the poetically conceived cloud, then the meaning of all depictions of the 
Cherubim in the Tabernacle and Temple could be generally understood in terms of the 
special dwelling or presence of Yahweh in this holy place.  
It is true that a certain affinity is noted between the cloud and the Cherubim in 
several pericopes. The affinity is seen in the Holy of Holies in Solomon’s Temple, in the 
Cherubim who formed a chariot-like vehicle. I Chronicles 28:18 reads: “the golden 
chariot of the Cherubim that spread their wings and covered the Ark of the Covenant of 
the Lord.” The same is seen in the Cherubim of Ezekiel’s visions; for instance, in Ezekiel 
10, ben Sirah directly calls a cloud the chariot of the Cherubim. Yet even likening the 
cherubic chariot to a cloud or to an expression such as “Who sits on the Cherubim” does 
not point to sealing or covering as an essential mission of the Cherubim. Rather, here the 
likeness points exclusively to movement between heaven and earth. And finally, if the 
Cherubim manifest a transformation, a new formation of the theophanic cloud, then it is 
not clear why in the Holy of Holies they appear side by side with the cloud, or what 
function the presence of the same symbol in two different forms might serve.  
Finally, other interpreters adhering to the mythological interpretation of the 
Cherubim take Ps 18:10 (“He rode on a cherub, and flew; / he came swiftly upon the 
wings of the wind”) and 2 Sam 22:11 (“He rode on a cherub, and flew; / he was seen 
upon the wings of the wind”) as the departing point of their research. Both pericopes 
present Yahweh as carried on the Cherubim and identify the Cherubim with the equi 
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tonantes of Greek and Roman mythology.23 A later scholar, Smend, similar to Riehm, 
sees the original meaning of the notion of the Cherubim in that they personify the cloud 
on which Yahweh is carried.24 Yet the Cherubim do not stand in an unbreakable 
connection with theophanies; as Gen 3:24 shows, the Cherubim can act on their own, 
independently of theophanies. The noise made by the cherubic wings in Ezek 325 (which 
the prophet compares to the voice of El Shaddai) and especially the doxologies the 
Cherubim utter before the throne of God (in Ezek 3:12 and Revelation) both point to the 
high dignity of the Cherubim and to their special proximity to Yahweh. Also, from the 
point of view of Smend and others, the complex symbolism of the Cherubim in the 
visions—e.g., their peculiar faces, eyes, and such—is completely incomprehensible. This 
inexplicability forces Smend to summon the strange idea that the four faces, taken 
together, represent the almightiness of Yahweh.  
As powerful as the theory of mythological origins may appear with regards to the 
origins of the Cherubim, one comes to the conclusions that the biblical books, the Book 
of Genesis prominently among them, is essentially very different from the variety of 
Near-Eastern epics in the conspicuous absence of theogonies and a series of other 
                                                
23 David Michaelis, “De Cherubis equis tonantibus Hebraerorum,” in Commentarii Societatis 
Regiae Scientiarum Gottingensis, tom. 1 (Abrami Vandennoeckii: Gottingae, 1752), 157.  
24 Rudolf Smend, Der Prophet Ezechiel (Leipzig: S. Hirzel, 1880), 2–4. 
25 Ezekiel 3:12–13 reads: “Then the Spirit lifted me up, and I heard a great rumbling sound behind 
me, ‘Blessed be the glory of the Lord (ה ָ֖וְהי ־דוֹבְכּ ךְוּ֥רָבּ ; bārūḵ kəәḇōwḏ-Yahweh) in His place.’ And I heard 
the sound of the wings of the living beings touching one another and the sound of the wheels beside them, 
even a great rumbling sound” (NASB used, as the NRSV occludes the blessing). 
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important telltale signs of mythological works. With regards to the specifics of the 
cherubic origins from hypothetical Near-Eastern predecessors, there also exists an 
important divergent moment of the tutelary function as something characteristic of 
mythological guards but contrary to Yahwistic worship. 
 
C. Origins of the Biblical View of the Cherubim 
In our discussion of the cherubic image and nature, we encountered numerous 
attempts to show that the prototype of the Cherubim lies outside the Israelite realm, in the 
wide region of the religions of the ancient world. Indeed, numerous textual and 
archeological findings demonstrate and support the relationship between various Near-
Eastern creatures of similar countenances and the biblical Cherubim. In light of the 
contiguity of the biblical and mythological conceptions of antiquity, therefore, the task is 
twofold: first, it is necessary to dive into the question of the origin of the biblical idea of 
the Cherubim and their biblical appearance or visage; and second, it is necessary to 
specify the actual relationship of the Cherubim to analogous notions in antiquity. 
At this point there is a need to reiterate the methodological stance of this study. 
The “canonical lens” suggests that the question of the origin of the biblical view of the 
Cherubim, as angels of a special class, should be solved in connection with the question 
of the origins of the biblical view of angels at large. From this perspective regarding the 
origins of the biblical understanding of angels in general, and of the Cherubim in 
particular, one can then explain the emergence, from interactive traditions, of various 
  
130 
 
mythological parallels regarding numina that bear a likeness to the biblical Cherubim as 
effects of the distinctive repository of the religious heritage of humanity. 
Yet how did the biblical image of the Cherubim, an image which in its diverse 
and specific forms is evocative of heavenly creatures, arise and evolve? If the very idea 
of the Cherubim was in no way a product of the free fantasy of the ancient Israelites, 
certainly the development of the cherubic visage allows for the Israelites’ greater 
subjective participation. This outer appearance received its full expression and a stable 
form in sacred plastic art and, in general, in Israelite symbolism. Ancient Israelite 
religious art was doubtless a branch of Near-Eastern and especially Semitic art at large. 
Yet this type of connection between Israelite art and the art of other Near-Eastern nations 
should not be understood to imply a deliberate borrowing or copying of pagan cults, as 
this practice was directly forbidden by the Law. It is clear that, on the contrary, the 
affinity could be only of the most general kind and would concern exclusively the 
Cherubim’s symbolic significance, rather than their essence. Thus wings—the invariable 
attribute of the outer cherubic appearance—are often encountered in Near-Eastern 
symbolism as a symbol of activity raising one above the sphere of earthly, everyday 
concerns and relationships. The monuments represent winged creatures of an unearthly 
realm or, at the least, those dedicated to the service of deities or priests.  
Or again, the anthropomorphic structure that prevails in the image of the 
Cherubim also occurs in Near-Eastern cults, primarily through depictions of beings of the 
heavenly realm, especially deities. However, unlike the biblical image of the Cherubim, 
these anthropomorphic images are not so universal or prevailing, and they are oftentimes 
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only faintly outlined in the representation of a human head.  
By way of these faint anthropomorphic images, mythology conveys, at one and 
the same time, the phenomena of nature and the deity manifested in those phenomena. 
Hence, a compounded factor, the hybridity of the animal elements, comprises the general 
attribution of the symbolism of the Egyptians, Assyrians, Babylonians, Phoenicians and 
Arabs, and the Aryan nations as well. In contrast, the Cherubim of the Hebrew Bible 
differ decisively from the Deity and act as created and auxiliary beings, that is, as 
servants; yet, as beings of a very high order, they bear a clear anthropomorphic visage. 
Failure to note this main distinction between the biblical Cherubim and mythological 
creatures has led many scholars to misinterpretations regarding the origins of the idea of 
the Cherubim, just as was the case regarding misinterpretations regarding their essence.  
Some of the scholars look for the origins of the Cherubim of Hebrew plastic and 
visual art in Egyptian prototypes, mainly sphinxes, which, of course, bear connotations 
from Egyptian mythology. Yet “sphinx” is a loaded term, bearing the stamp and visages 
of different traditions—Egyptian, Greek, South-Asian, etc.—and sphinxes lacked a 
steady image. According to Layard, sphinxes presented a hybrid not only of a human 
head with a leonine corpus, but the human head would sometimes be replaced by the 
head of an ox.26 Their compound elements, therefore, would sometimes alternate. In 
addition, sphinxes were always wingless. Thus upon inspection, the figure of the sphinx 
shares little in common with the Hebrew plastic Cherub.  
                                                
26 Austin Henry Layard, Niniveh und seine Überreste (Verlag der Dyk’schen Buchhandlung: 
Leipzig, 1854), 422. 
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More recent research in Assyriology has directed scholarly thought to the colossi 
of the winged lions and bulls discovered at the entrances of palaces and temples in 
Khorsabad.27 These colossi invariably have human faces. Thus, at least with regards to 
the visage, they do bear a likeness to the Cherubim of Ezekiel’s visions, with the 
distinction, however, that each Assyrian colossus entails three but not four elements. 
What is even more remarkable, the human element of the colossi comes forward through 
the face alone, whereas the Cherubim in Ezekiel’s vision, as for the biblical Cherubim in 
general, have, or at least exude, an overwhelmingly anthropomorphic look. What is quite 
significant, though, is the fact that some of the superscriptions of the Assyrian colossi, 
namely, the winged bulls, bear in addition to their regular title of sedu—the general 
designation of statues—the name kirubi (the lions are called nirgalli). This detail is the 
discovery of Lenormante and other scholars following him. Certainly, ancient biblical 
notions about the Cherubim entail quite different content from the Assyrian sedu, since 
the idea of the Assyrian sedu-kirubi makes these auxiliary service spirits into deities, 
albeit of a subordinate rank. Yet this difference does not exclude the possibility of the 
existence of common features of outer appearance with the Cherubim of Ezekiel’s vision.  
That notwithstanding, some Assyriologists seem to go too far in drawing an 
analogy between the biblical Cherubim and works of Assyrian sculpture. For instance, in 
the second edition of Cuneiform Inscriptions and the Old Testament, Schrader identifies 
the Cherubim with the bull and lion colossi at the entrance of Assyrian and Babylonian 
                                                
27 See, for example, the human-headed winged bull from the eighth century BC from the Assyrian 
capital Khorsabad. Image may be accessed at: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Lammasu.jpg. 
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temples.28 To the contrary, the essential difference between the Cherubim and the 
Assyrian kirubi and nirgalli is obvious. The latter statues, according to Schrader, are 
representations of divine creatures. The contrast and even antagonism between Mosaic 
cult and pagan worship—as is especially evident during the period of Babylonian 
captivity—excludes the possibility of the Babylonian origins of the Cherubim. Only 
insofar as the Near-Eastern mythological teachings about deities—sedu-kirubi in this 
case—are not a product of naturalistic religion, may the sedu-kirubi be viewed as certain 
distant relatives of the Cherubim. Along this line, the notion of the Cherubim was 
perhaps a stage in the mythological process whose end result became nirgalli and kirubi. 
The latter have kept the designation of the Cherubim, even as the very idea has been 
significantly altered.  
These theories boil down to issues concerning the origins of the idea and image of 
the Cherubim. The noetic idea, as usual, is beyond the scope of this study, since the 
Hebrew Bible is in no way a book of systematic theology, leaving Cherubimogony to the 
realm of proto-revelation and, of course, outside the scholarly sphere. The image of the 
Cherubim, however, and the manner in which it is presented in the Tabernacle and 
Temple, did in fact originate from Near-Eastern symbolism. Yet creatures analogous to 
the Cherubim, or similar images of those neighboring the Israelite nation, do not present, 
in either their idea or visage, an identity that compels one to look for the origin of the 
Cherubim outside the religion of Ancient Israel. This seemingly contradictory statement 
                                                
28 Foote, Theodore Clinton, “The Cherubim and the Ark,” Journal of the American Oriental 
Society 25 (1904): 279.  
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is consistent with the general pattern in which the Bible operates vis-à-vis Near-Eastern 
mythology. The dialectic relationship of biblical accounts with those of the ancient Near 
East has been beautifully expressed by Jon Levenson in his introduction to the 
commentary on Genesis: 
Largely because of its focus on creation, the primeval history exhibits a number of 
contacts with Mesopotamian mythology. The account of creation with which Genesis 
opens (1.1-2.3), for example, has affinities with Enuma elish, a Babylonian epic, which 
tells how one god, Marduk, attained supremacy over the others and created the world by 
splitting his aquatic enemy in half. The story of Adam and Eve’s sin in the garden of 
Eden (2.25-3.24) displays similarities with Gilgamesh, an epic poem that tells how its 
hero lost the opportunity for immortality and came to terms with his humanity. And the 
story of Noah (6.5-9.17) has close connections with Atrahasis, a Mesopotamian story in 
which the gods send a flood to wipe out the human race, with the exception of one man 
from whom humankind begins afresh (the story was eventually incorporated into 
Gilgamesh as well). In each case, the biblical narrator has adapted the Mesopotamian 
forerunner to Israelite theology. The primeval history thus evidences both the deep 
continuities and the striking points of discontinuity of biblical Israel with its 
Mesopotamian antecedents and contemporaries.29 
The notion of the Hebrew Bible’s cultural influences, of its borrowing of either 
universal or divine notions, is worth reviewing more closely. Certainly, some biblical 
notions in different periods of time suffered the influences of the surrounding, highly 
developed Near-Eastern cultures—the Mesopotamian, Egyptian, Hittite, Ugaritic or 
Persian—even though it is rarely possible to prove the presence of any direct analogies. 
For example, there is an opinion, tracing back to Voltaire, that biblical monotheism was 
borrowed by the ancient Israelites from Egypt. Voltaire is referring, foremost, to the 
religious reform of Echnathon. In our days, amongst specialists of ancient Near-Eastern 
cultures, another point of view is more prevalent: that the Israelites borrowed a series of 
biblical plots and conceptions from Mesopotamia and Ugarit. Not to go into the details of 
                                                
29 The Jewish Study Bible (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 9–10.  
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a discussion spanning many years and aspects—including biblical monotheism, 
Yahweh’s heavenly host, and the members of his heavenly court—here I will touch on 
only one aspect of this subject.  
When borrowing occurs not merely of isolated artifacts or cultural novelties, but 
of entire systems of concepts, the corresponding terminology is, as a rule, borrowed too. 
Put to use are direct lexical borrowings, calque translations, and other incidents of 
cultural influence and folk etymology detectable by more subtle analysis. Borrowings 
may be mass or isolated, but usually even the more difficult cases may be detected, 
provided one has sufficient knowledge of the receiving language, its entire language 
family, and the source language.  
The main ancient Hebrew biblical terms that reflect the conceptual apparatus of 
Israelite “spiritual culture” have etymological counterparts—words with the same or 
similar meanings—in other Semitic languages. These include words like “God” (לֵא [’êl], 
 ַהּוֹ֫לֱא [’ĕlōwah], plural םיִהלֱֹא [’ĕlōhîm], from the common-Semitic *il-, *ilah-), “angel” 
(ךאְָלַמ [mal’aḵ]) from the common-Semitic *mal’ak—ambassador from the verb *l’k “to 
send”), and “human, humanity” (םָדאָ [’āḏām] from the common-Semitic *adam-). As 
regards the influence of the Akkadian language on the biblical Hebrew, one may say that 
for cultural terms with coincident meanings in kindred, contemporaneous languages with 
a common cultural arena, it is extremely difficult to distinguish among similarities of 
terms. That is, it is difficult to distinguish common origins in a shared proto-language 
from later secondary influences of one language upon the meaning of the words of the 
other. Yet in the majority of cases it may be said that the ancient Hebrew words for the 
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universal or divine realm developed independently of their related Akkadian terms, 
inasmuch as these Hebrew words can be traced to the proto-Semitic language. 
This brief etymological overview shows that just as many of the events of 
primeval history and many creatures of heavenly realm which share parallels in the Near-
Eastern world have maintained distinct “points of discontinuity,” as Levenson says, so 
also many Hebrew biblical terms have developed irrespective of direct Near-Eastern 
influences. With that in mind, we may now transition to a discussion of the etymology of 
the Cherubim proper. 
 
2. Etymological Overview of Cherubic Origins 
A. Current State of Etymological Research in General 
Only a few words and examples ought first to be said about the significance of 
etymology for the interpretation of ancient texts. Certainly many scholars regard this 
application of linguistics, etymological research, with respect and readily make use of its 
achievements. Among the authoritative opinions is the voice of Barr: “etymology is not, 
and does not profess to be, a guide to the semantic value of words in their current usage, 
and such value has to be determined from the current usage and not from the 
derivation.”30 Yet, according to Barr, there is a tendency among some to “feel that in 
some sense the ‘original,’ the ‘etymological meaning,’ should be a guide to the usage of 
                                                
30 James Barr, The Semantics of Biblical Language (London: Oxford University Press, 1961), 107.  
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words … [that] when a word becomes in some way difficult … an appeal to the 
etymology will lead to a ‘proper meaning.’”31  
Yet, because a quality etymological work is so fine, painstaking, and laborious, 
requiring research from various geographical vicinities surrounding the origins of the 
words in question, there is a tendency to copy old etymologies of predecessors, full of 
mistakes and lacunae.  
To illustrate the fairly “aloof” attitude characteristic of many modern researchers 
and even philologists to the material, phonetic nature of a word and to its origins, one 
might refer to the Linguistic Analysis of Biblical Hebrew by Sue Groom.32 Gary 
Rendburg testifies: “[T]here are many errors and typographical mistakes (especially when 
Hebrew font is employed).”33 Or consider an example from textological literature: in an 
article analyzing the comparative use and distribution of the terms יוֹגּ [gōw] and ‘am, 
“nation,” the former is mistakenly transliterated as goy, with a brief vowel in place of a 
long one, and the latter as ’am, whereas in Hebrew, the long and short o are different 
vowels, and the ‘and’ are different consonants.34 These mistakes in transliteration are 
obvious from a review of the introduction and first two chapters of Lambdin’s Biblical 
                                                
31 Ibid.  
32 Sue Groom, Linguistic Analysis of Biblical Hebrew (Exeter: Paternoster, 2007). 
33 Gary Rendburg, “Review of Susan Anne Groom: Linguistic Analysis of Biblical Hebrew,” 
Jewish Quarterly Review 97, no. 2 (2007): e1–e10. 
34 David E. Fishman, Rena Mayerfeld and Joshua A. Fishman, “ ’Am and Goy as Ethnicity 
Designations in Selected Historical Books,” in Joshua A. Fishman et al., The Rise and Fall of the Ethnic 
Revival: Perspective on Language and Ethnicity (Mouton: New York, 1985), 15–38. 
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Hebrew! Such spellings could in principle be taken for trivial typos or typographic errors 
were they not encountered in all citations of these terms throughout the article.  
One of the leading causes for this state of science is, perhaps, not so much the 
incompetence but, rather, a lack of a diachronic approach to a word.  An analogy with 
medical science could be made here: practical medicine performs synchronic diagnostics 
in its treatment of illnesses, and rarely dives deeply into a patient’s genetic history. Yet, 
the future of medicine cannot be conceived without some highly interactive relationship 
with genetics. Likewise in the field of Hebrew biblical scholarship, great credit should be 
given to scholars such as Alice Wood, whose study of the Cherubim includes both 
synchronic and diachronic approaches to each major cherubic reading—an important 
asset for such a study.  
 
B. Etymology of “Cherub(im)” 
It is interesting that the stem krb is unique in biblical Hebrew, although the word 
בוּרְכּ (kəәrūḇ) looks like a normal noun. Thus, without resorting to external sources, the 
meanin g of בוּרְכּ (kəәrūḇ) could of necessity be ascertained only contextually. Many 
scholars have attempted to trace the etymology of בוּרְכּ (kəәrūḇ) by looking at instances of 
its trilateral stem in Semitic languages. The meaning of the original root, it is thought, 
would give a more precise idea of the biblical use of the word.  
While to date the etymology of the word בוּרְכּ (kəәrūḇ) remains a mystery, there has 
been no lack of attempts to solve the question. In the very old history of etymology, 
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ancient exegetes translated this word with expressions such as multitude scientiae, plithos 
gnoseos, epignosis polli. Such is how the name “Cherubim” was understood by Clement 
of Alexandria, Augustine, Origen, pseudo-Dionysius, Jerome, Theodore the Studite and, 
following them, medieval theologians like Richard of Saint Victor, Rabanus Maurus and 
Thomas Aquinas. Some of these interpreters supposed that בוּרְכּ (kəәrūḇ) combined two 
roots: first, רַָכנ (nakar; to go deep into, understand, grasp), which in the piel form can 
have the meaning of “knew” in the third person singular; and second, the root בָר (rāḇ; 
much, a lot). Others, such as Cornelius A. Lapide in his seventeenth-century commentary 
on Exodus, took the word to be a composition of the comparative conjunction k with the 
root rav (as a teacher, a wise man; cf. Ezek 28:16).35  
In the mid-nineteenth century, Kurtz noted in the condensed translation of 
Herzog’s Encylopedia that “Hoffman has … recommended the interpretation, according 
to which בוּרְכּ (kəәrūḇ) is simply an exchange for בוּכְר (rəәḵūḇ; chariot), and thinks to 
sustain it by Ps 104:3.”36 Psalm 104:3 reads: “You set the beams of your chambers on the 
waters, / you make the clouds your chariot.” If metathesis is in itself possible, in this case 
it is not very probable, since the chariot is not a constant attribute of the Cherubim. Only 
by a big stretch, such as Hoffman’s, is it possible to find an indication of a chariot in the 
Cherubim of Eden, for instance. And the Cherubim of the Holy of Holies are not 
                                                
35 Cornelius A. Lapide, Commentaria in scripturam sacram, tom.1, Genesis et Exodus (Paris: 
Vives, 1874), 25.  
36 J. J. Herzog, The Protestant Theological and Ecclesiastical Encyclopedia, vol. 1 (Philadelphia: 
Lindsay and Blakiston, 1858), 652. (In general, see there a conglomeration of interesting etymologies.) 
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presented as the chariot of God’s glory. A bit later, Catholic theologians like Johann 
Scholz and Aenhlich Scheiner, took a different tack and attempted to generate “cherub” 
from another similar word, בוֹרָק (qārōwḇ; to be close).  
In the past century, the word בוּרְכּ (kəәrūḇ) has usually been considered as a 
monolithic root. If so, it is again remarkable that the etyma בוּרְכּ (kəәrūḇ), while existing in 
several Semitic languages, is absent from Hebrew apart from the “Cherubim.” Thus, a 
diachronic approach is merited. Yet in light of what was said regarding etymology in the 
preceding section, taking such a perspective need not frighten us. In semantics there is no 
lack of “distinction between diachronic and synchronic” nor a “failure to respect” this 
distinction, but, rather, an understanding that both approaches are important, and that the 
former may add certain far-fetched and long-term—but deep and necessary—perspective 
on a word.37 Thus, we review searches for the root k-r-b in other Semitic languages 
outside Hebrew. Barr himself licenses the survey: “Etymological recognition may be 
used in conjunction with the context of the Hebrew word to give a good semantic 
indication for its occurrence.”38  
Stephen Langdon argued in 1923 that the Akkadian karibu and kuribu were 
“clearly identical with the Hebrew בוּרְכּ (kəәrūḇ).”39 The meaning of the Akkadian word 
karibu, according to him, was “the one who prays” or “intercessor.” The other form, 
                                                
37 John Lyons, Semantics, vol. 1 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1977), 244. 
38 Barr, The Semantics of Biblical Language, 158. 
39 Stephen Langdon, Babylonian Wisdom (Paris: P. Geuthner, 1923), Number 3, 190. 
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kuribu, is a diminutive from the same stem. In 1936, G. A. Cooke affirmed this theory, 
claiming that the name “Cherubim,” along with some of the functions of this creature, 
were borrowed from the Babylonian krubhim.40  
The most detailed analysis on the etymology of “Cherubim” belongs to É. 
Dhorme. He too contends that “le karibu et le kerub appartenaient a la meme racine et, 
par consequent, presentaient une signification analogue.”41 He thinks that both the 
Akkadian karibu and kuribu and the Hebrew בוּרְכּ (kəәrūḇ) contained the sense of praying 
for or interceding. He suggests that בוּרְכּ (kəәrūḇ) was borrowed directly from Akkadian, 
and along with the word, the cherubic function and significance were impacted by the 
Akkadian “interceding.”42 Dhorme’s conclusion is that the Cherubim, like their Akkadian 
counterparts, played an intercessory role, that is, that they interceded on behalf of the 
people and their king to Yahweh.  
After the publication of Dhorme’s thorough article, new texts have been 
discovered containing the stem k-r-b. The root is now known to exist in Akkadian, Old 
South Arabic, Ethiopic, Aramaic, Syriac, Phoenician and Ugaritic. As for the last of 
these, two entries for k-r-b are found in A Dictionary of the Ugaritic Language.43 The 
                                                
40 G. A. Cooke, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Book of Ezekiel (Edinburgh: T & T 
Clark, 1936), 112–13. 
41 É. Dhorme, “Les Chérubins. I: Le Nom,” Revue Biblique 35 (1926): 338.  
42 De Vaux objects that בוּרְכּ [kəәrūḇ] was not a direct borrowing, but rather came from Akkadian 
through an intermediate West-Semitic language (see Roland de Vaux, The Bible and the Ancient Near East, 
trans. Damian McHough [New York: Doubleday, 1971], 237–38). 
43 Gregorio del Omo Lete and Joaquín Sanmartín, A Dictionary of the Ugaritic Language in the 
Alphabetic Tradition, vol. 1 (Leiden: Brill, 2004), 454. 
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second appears in a collection of Ugaritic names. Since these are proper nouns, their 
etymology is unclear. In addition, these names could retain foreign or borrowed elements. 
The first entry, though, is more significant, although del Olmo Lete and Sanmartin do 
mark it as “uncertain.” They say that k-r-b is a cognate with Arabic, Ethiopic, and Syriac 
verbal roots that mean “plait” or “twist.” The word is found at the beginning of the Aqhat 
myth in a very difficult passage, and neither the reading nor the meaning of the passage 
have achieved scholarly consensus. John Huehnergard suggests reading Anat as the 
subject and the verb as the predicate, with the meaning “to twist, curl, bend.”44 He 
maintains that in one other location (Le Palais Royal D’Ugarit), the stem k-r-b occurs 
with the same meaning, though in adjectival form as an epithet for “sheep.” The 
adjective, he argues, describes the sheep’s curly wool. 
Huehnergard further suggests that the b and r of k-r-b could have been switched 
in metathesis, thus implying that the Hebrew nouns for “sieve,” “netted cloth,” and 
“grate,” which are all derivatives of k-b-r, are close in meaning to the “plait, twist” of k-r-
b in other Semitic languages. If indeed the Ugaritic k-r-b is cognate with Hebrew k-b-r, 
the necessary conclusion is that metathesis occurred. Yet while the whole construction is 
resourceful it is not quite plausible, especially since it is hard to associate the Cherubim 
in the Bible with the words “plait” and “twist.” On both levels, that of the synchronic 
Hebrew evidence and that of the diachronic Semitic evidence, the evidence seems 
                                                
44 John Huehnergard, “Three Notes on Akkadian Morphology,” in “Working With No Data”, 
David M. Golomb, ed.: Semitic and Egyptian Studies Presented to Thomas O. Lambdin (Winona Lake, IN: 
Eisenbrauns, 1987), 140. 
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insufficient to build an etymology.  
These particular attempts to establish an etymology perhaps merit pause to voice 
another caution regarding the reigning prejudice against etymology, against the notion 
that herein lies a realm of subjective solutions all of equally arbitrary possibility. This 
widespread opinion is, to repeat, fallacious. Each word has one derivation, one 
etymology, as absolute as the existence of one mother for each person.45 To continue with 
this lyrical digression, it must be said that each language has a number of words for 
which a choice of differing comparisons exists—the more so, the less the language and 
group of related languages have been studied in the comparative-historical plane. This is 
the reason for the existence of disputable or alternative etymologies; but the true 
etymology is still always only one, even though linguists may not always know which 
one it is. The objective reasons for not knowing could be many: a language may be very 
isolated, with no reliably established affinity (e.g., Sumerian or Basque); the writing 
system which we have inherited for texts created in the language could hide significant 
phonetic distinctions (e.g., as in Sumerian); many phonetic or morphological distinctions 
may have been lost in the course of the development of a language or group of languages 
(e.g., as in a series of South-Eastern Asian languages); the language may contain lexical 
borrowings from utterly extinct languages; and so forth. Along the same lines, the 
                                                
45 This model is slightly simplified, of course, because we are not talking here about such obvious 
cases as, for example, compound words consisting of two bases and, thus, having two etymologies, or 
about phenomena that are much more subtle and require a deep analysis. The phenomenon of 
contamination, though, does not negate our rule, but, continuing the analogy, in addition to a “mother” 
implies the presence of a “donor,” i.e., a lexeme that has exerted influence on the etymologized word and 
that has caused irregular, unusual changes to its meaning or form.  
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identification of an orphaned child might be debatable from a legal standpoint, and even 
genetic analysis might prove useless if the parents are not among those analyzed or 
tested. Nonetheless, the fact of the child’s birth from one and only one mother is 
indisputable. Oftentimes subjective factors also play a role in obscuring etymologies: 
there may be insufficient knowledge of a given language family or language area in 
comparative-historical scholarship, insufficient professionalism of the authors of 
etymologies, and so forth. However, no etymologies are one hundred percent hopeless. 
Theoretically there is always a chance, given the progress of descriptive linguistics, for 
the exposure of previously unknown comparative materials; and there is always a chance, 
given the progress of comparative-historical linguistics, for establishing a far kinship of 
languages that opens new possibilities for a search of cognate roots. Thus, even very old 
etymologies that have stopped being considered are still subjects for some hope. 
Returning to the etymological hypotheses proper, a few more attempts were made 
to read “krb” in or out of an Ugaritic text. However, the first alleged occurrence very 
likely involves a scribal error,46 and the second should very likely be divided differently, 
into two words that actually translate as “large cup.”47 The results indicate that despite 
resourceful attempts, there are indeed no relevant cognates that would clarify the Hebrew 
בוּרְכּ (kəәrūḇ).  
Help is not offered by the Phoenician sources either. In his 1957 book Sur une 
                                                
46 David Noel Freedman and M. P. O’Connor, “kəәrūḇ,” in TDOT, vol. 7, 310. 
47 See Wyatt on the disputation of both hypotheses of Freedman and O’Connor (Nicholas Wyatt, 
Religious Texts from Ugarit, 2nd ed. [London: Continuum, 2002], 219 and 70).  
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pointe de flèche à inscription Phénicienne, Pierre Grelot states that k-r-b is part of an 
inscription on an arrowhead.48 In his division of consonants, which yield the desired k-r-
b, the inscription translates: “Arrow that Bn Bn’n offered.” The stem k-r-b is read here as 
a verb with the meaning “to offer.” Because in Akkadian and South Arabic the root k-r-b 
can mean “to pray, bless,” Grelot stretches this root into a cultic significance of “to 
offer.” He argues that the Akkadian karabu, “to pray, bless” is similar to the South 
Arabic stem, and that both uses support the presence of the verb krb in the Phoenician 
inscription and its meaning as “offered.” 
However, John Gibson and Shmuel Yeivin criticize this etymology and 
underscore the problem of the absence of a personal name on the inscription: “all the 
texts have the word hts followed by a personal name.”49 The double patronymic “Bn 
Bn’n” does not look like a personal name, so it is very improbable, therefore, that a krb 
verb comparable to the biblical בוּרְכּ (kəәrūḇ) is part of the inscription.  
The Aramaic use of the root k-r-v is in accord with the biblical use; however, the 
East Aramaic texts contain a verb krv which means “to plough.” A similar meaning of the 
k-r-v stem is found in Akkadian and Arabic, e.g., in the Akkadian nukaribbu, “gardener.” 
An association with the Hebrew Bible is possible here, since it does associate the 
Cherubim with plants and vegetation. The most prominent passage in this respect is Gen 
                                                
48 Pierre Grelot, Sur une pointe de flèche à inscription Phénicienne (Rome: Pontificum Institutum 
Biblicum, 1957). 
49 J. C. L. Gibson, Textbook of Syrian Semitic Inscriptions, vol. 3 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1982), 1. 
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3:24, with the garden of Eden and the Tree of Life. Ezekiel 28:14 and 16 also have a 
Cherubim in the garden of Eden, while 1 Kgs 6–7 and Ezek 41:18–19 depict the 
Cherubim with palm trees and flowers on the Temple’s walls and doors. Therefore, at 
least some vague connection might exist between the meaning of “gardener” and the 
Cherubim, although the latter are never described as tilling soil, so if a connection does 
exist, it does not shed light on the cherubic function but presents only a very general link 
between their frequent milieus and the Akkadian gardener.  
Dhorme (1926), however, argues that this connection should be viewed not 
functionally but with respect to physical appearance. Ezekiel’s vision of the Cherubim in 
chapter 10 shows that the Cherubim can be associated with oxen pulling a plough. Verse 
14 of the same chapter, which contains Ezekiel’s second vision, presents one of the 
cherubic faces as that of a Cherubim. Therefore, says Dhorme, a certain resemblance 
between the ox and the Cherubim may exist.  
Yet this connection, too, is certainly tenuous and insufficient. A more probable 
interpretation is found in Halperin’s The Faces of the Chariot.50 He argues that the face of 
an ox found in Ezek 1:10 was deleted in 10:14 and replaced with the Cherubim’s face. 
The underlying reason, he writes, concerns the episode with the golden calf. To carefully 
avoid any idolatrous reminiscence, the author or redactor of Ezek 10:14 made a 
substitution for the more ambiguous and un-pagan face of a Cherubim. Halperin cites this 
motivation as commonly found in interpretations from the rabbinic tradition, as also in 
                                                
50 David Joel Halperin, The Faces of the Chariot: Early Jewish Responses to Ezekiel’s Vision 
(Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1988). 
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interpretations from religious tradition in general, whether rabbinic or Christian.51 Thus, 
on this reading, the equating of cherubic and bovine faces appears to be unnecessary, and 
the Aramaic etymology of k-r-v reveals nothing about the cherubic appearance.  
The most frequent use of our stem, however, is found in the East Semitic realm. 
Dhorme argues that the Akkadian karabu, “to bless or pray,” is related to Hebrew b-r-k, 
“to bless”—where the “b” and “k” have undergone metathesis, and the present participle 
karibu means “intercessor” or “the one who prays.” Karibu can refer both to a believer 
coming to pray in the temple or to a god(dess) interceding for men. Dhorme asserts that 
sedu and lamassu, who have the appearance of winged bulls, are these interceding gods, 
and their intercessory role is described in the Code of Hammurapi, when they intercede 
for the king to Marduk.52 
This phrase, “the gods who intercede” is also found in a Babylonian religious 
chronicle of miracles and supernatural phenomena.53 Dhorme translates that text of the 
chronicle as “Le dieu karibu qui (se trouve) à droite de la porte du naos,” and he 
maintains that “le dieu karibu” is the god who intercedes and stands at the door of the 
sanctuary.54 The fact that he is “à droite de la porte” testifies, according to Dhorme, that 
there is a second god on the left, and that the two gods are reminiscent of the pair of 
                                                
51 Ibid., 163 
52 Dhorme, “Les Chérubins. I: Le Nom,” 335–36. 
53 Leonard W. King, A History of Sumer and Akkad: An Account of the Early Races of Babylonia 
from Prehistoric Times to the Foundation of the Babylonian Monarchy (London: Chatto and Windus, 
1910), 84.  
54 Dhorme, “Les Chérubins. I: Le Nom,” 335–36. 
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Cherubim standing in the Holy of Holies in Solomon’s Temple (1 Kgs 6). So, for 
Dhorme, the karibu is one of two interceding gods standing on the right and left of the 
Holy of Holies, placed in this way so as to be able to intercede on behalf of the people 
and the king. Van Dijk also underlines the importance of the figures standing in the 
Temple, drawing the parallel with Mesopotamian sources, where the king of Tyre “forms 
with the cherub a couple of guardians at the entrance of the temples, a trace of which is 
found in Genesis 3, 24, where God places the cherubim and the flaming sword to keep 
the way to the tree of life.”55 Van Dijk argues with Dhorme “that the cherub is the double 
of the karibu; when, therefore the “zig-zag flame is identical with lamasu-lahmu, both 
groups are interchangeable.” And he adds: “P. Dhorme defines the lamasu or lahmu, ‘a 
monster in the form of a serpent to which was entrusted the guard of the temples.’”56 The 
accusation is not quite justified, as Dhorme and Vincent clearly state on the same page 
(344): “The karibu is not to be conceived under the same traits as the lahmu and lamasu. 
There is no doubt that the word lamasu is the name applied to the series of colossi in the 
form of lions and principally of bulls, with human face, frequently winged and provided 
with the tiara or crown of multiple pairs of horns which grants them a participation in the 
nature of the gods. We know also that the lahmu, related very intimately to the musrussu, 
perhaps only his substitute, shows the terrific appearance of a dragon that combined the 
body of a great ferocious beast whose hair were replaced by overlapping scales, which 
                                                
55 Van Dijk, Ezekiel’s Prophecy on Tyre (Rome: Pontifical Biblical Institute,1968), 121. 
56 Quoted from Rosenvasser, Kerub and Sphinx, 11. 
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had wings and paws of a beast of prey, the tail of a reptile with the hideous head of a 
serpent made more horrible by the addition of horns of a kind of tiara ‘true mark of 
divinity’ – because notwithstanding its truly apocalyptic hideousness—this monster had a 
high rank in his quality of ‘protector demon in the hierarchy of a supernatural being.’”57 
Dhorme quotes another text to support this connection between the Hebrew בוּרְכּ 
(kəәrūḇ) and the Akkadian karibu. He mentions an inscription on a building from the reign 
of Esarhaddon. In it, this Assyrian king describes his restoration of Assur’s temple. 
Dhorme’s translation is as follows: “Des dieux ku-ri-bi in vermeil, de part et d’autre je 
dressai. A l’interieur du naos d’Assur, mon seigneur, des statues d’or … a droite et a 
gauche, je dressai.”58 Here the kuribu are deities (statues) set up in the Holy of Holies, 
and their position is notably reminiscent of the placement of the Cherubim in 1 Kgs 6. 
Thus Dhorme argues that karibu and kuribu are the ancestors of the biblical Cherubim, 
and he concludes that just as the biblical b-r-k is related with karabu, so karibu must be a 
cognate of בוּרְכּ (kəәrūḇ). Based on this conclusion, he asserts that the Cherubim’s function 
was to intercede with Yahweh on behalf of humanity, and that the etymology of בוּרְכּ 
(kəәrūḇ), coming from karibu or kuribu, innately bore the meaning of “to bless, pray or 
intercede” of the Akkadian root k-r-b.  
Dhorme’s cohesive theory, however, was refuted sixty years later by Christopher 
                                                
57 Ibid., 12–13.  
58 Ibid. 
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Mitchell.59 Specifically, Mitchell contested the former’s presupposition that a metathesis 
of b and k took place, inasmuch as “metathesis of the first and third radicals of a root is 
extremely rare.”60 Instead, he connects the Akkadian karabu to the South Arabic krb, “to 
consecrate, sacrifice.” Mitchell finds it doubtful that the Hebrew authors or redactors 
would connect the Cherubim with the meaning “to bless, pray.” Of crucial importance for 
his argument is the fact that the Bible never presents the Cherubim as intercessors to 
Yahweh on behalf of humanity! The Cherubim guard the way to the Tree of Life and to 
Eden (see Genesis), they adorn the furniture and objects of the Temple (Exod 26:1 calls 
for Cherubim on “ten curtains of fine twisted linen, and blue, purple, and crimson 
yarns”), and they carry Yahweh from heaven to earth (see 2 Sam 22:11; Ps 18:10), but 
they are never seen as interceding to Yahweh on our behalf. 
Wood comments on a second significant mistake in Dhorme’s argument:  
his failure to recognize the difference between the present participle karibu and the 
diminutive kuribu. Towards the end of his article, Dhorme states, “nul doute que le 
kuribu ne corresponde au karibu d’antan” (1926:338). Later, he adds, “Quel que fut le 
nom adopte, karibu ‘orant’, kuribu ‘petit orant’… il s’agit toujours du meme etre qui se 
trouve a l’entrée du sanctuaire” (1926:339). In the Chicago Assyrian Dictionary, 
however, an important difference between the two forms is noted. Karibu is recorded as 
an adjective (CAD VIII, 216), whereas kuribu is said to be a substantive (CAD VIII, 
259). If this is the case, karibu may be nothing more than a descriptive word, modifying a 
god (or a statue of a god), and not a noun designating a type of divine being. Indeed, the 
data suggests that karibu is used in a generic way, to refer to any statue which was 
fashioned in a position of prayer. If this is the case, Dhorme’s translation of the 
Babylonian chronicle is somewhat misleading as it implies that the term karibu is the 
name of a divine being. Consequently, instead of Dhorme’s rendering, “the god karibu,” 
it would be better to translate, “the god who is in a position of prayer.” The Akkadian 
                                                
59 See Christopher Wright Mitchell, The Meaning of BRK “To Bless” in the Old Testament 
(Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1987). 
60 Ibid., 11. 
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karibu can thus be used to denote any deity in a position of prayer and not a specific type 
of deity who was the “orant par excellence.”61 
A third flaw in Dhorme’s argument has to do with the outer appearance of the 
Akkadian deities. Dhorme describes sedu and lamassu as interceding gods in the form of 
winged bulls—something that may further relate them to the description of the Cherubim 
as winged quadrupeds in Ezekiel’s visions. The problem with the alleged bovine 
appearance of the Akkadian deities is that Jeremy Black and Anthony Green’s dictionary, 
Gods, Demons and Symbols of Ancient Mesopotamia, states unequivocally that these 
deities had a human form, a female and a male. Lamassu, the female, is said to be 
“usually depicted in quite consistent form, usually introducing worshippers into the 
presence of important deities, and wearing a long, often flounced skirt, with one or both 
hands raised in supplication to the major god.”62 Lamassu, then, conforms to the biblical 
notion of the Cherubim neither with regard to her cultic function nor with regard to her 
physical appearance, and gender.  
As for the kuribu, Black and Green’s dictionary translates the aforementioned 
inscription of Essarhadon in this way: “I had fashioned (for the entrance of the Ishtar 
temple in Arbela) lion (representations), anzu (represented as) shouting, lahmu-monsters, 
ku-ri-bi (of silver and copper).”63 The first three of these beings play a guardian or evil-
warding role, and the kuribu is, in some way, attached to these apotropaic characters—the 
                                                
61 Wood, Of Wings and Wheels, 152. 
62 Jeremy A. Black and Anthony Green, Gods, Demons and Symbols of Ancient Mesopotamia: An 
Illustrated Dictionary (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1992), 115. 
63 Ibid., 559. 
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point here being that the kuribu are certainly not interceding par excellence, as Dhorme 
has argued. The point is further underscored by the fact that the Esarhaddon inscription 
witnesses that the kuribu could be located not only by the Holy of Holies but also at the 
outer gates. The outer form of the kuribu is suggested through but one known text 
(ANET, 109), a vision of the underworld, where an Assyrian prince sees one of several 
monsters with the head of a kuribu but human hands and feet. This reference is important, 
as it suggests that the creatures are not just cultic statues (just as the biblical Cherubim 
are not), and that they have a hybrid complexion (just as the Cherubim of Ezekiel’s 
visions). It appears, thus, that the Akkadian kuribu have more of a connection to the 
biblical בוּרְכּ (kəәrūḇ) than the karibu who are described as intercessory deities. If, then, 
בוּרְכּ (kəәrūḇ) was indeed borrowed from the Akkadian stem k-r-b, the meaning “to 
intercede” suggested by Dhorme did not come into nor does it figure in the Hebrew 
notion.  
All that said, what probably does hold true from Dhorme’s argument is that the 
Akkadian k-r-b remains a solid relative of the biblical בוּרְכּ (kəәrūḇ). Yet it is not the 
adjective karibu but the substantive kuribu that may have influenced the Cherubim of the 
Bible. The Chicago Assyrian Dictionary defines a kuribu as “a representation of a 
protective genius with specific non-human features.”64 This definition does not quite fit 
the description of the Cherubim in the Bible, but nonetheless, if בוּרְכּ (kəәrūḇ) is 
etymologically related to kuribu, the guarding role of the kuribu (versus an intercessory 
                                                
64 Miguel Civil et al., eds., The Assyrian Dictionary of the Oriental Institute of the University of 
Chicago, vol. 8 (Chicago: Oriental Institute, 1971), 559. 
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one) could establish some connection to the biblical Cherubim, even though this function 
appears unequivocally only in the Genesis account.  
To sum up what has been said regarding the Semitic and etymological material on 
בוּרְכּ (kəәrūḇ), three possible understandings present themseves, the likeliest of which 
remains largely to be determined by future scholarship. First, there is the Ugaritic stem k-
r-b with the meaning of “plait” or “twist,” which also exists in Aramaic. Second, in 
Akkadian, Aramaic and Arabic is a word which means “to plough, garden.” Third, 
Akkadian and South Arabic have a k-r-b stem with the meaning “to intercede, pray.” The 
biblical and comparative Semitic material seems to favor an Akkadian connection 
between the Cherubim and the kuribu derived from karabu, “to pray.” If indeed there is 
an etymological connection between the two, then the Akkadian word accentuates the 
apotropaic role of the Cherubim, which may in turn perhaps shed light on various biblical 
accounts of the Cherubim, especially regarding the significance of their frequent 
borderline placement. 
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CHAPTER 4: CHERUBIM IN COMPARISON WITH SERAPHIM  
What is the difference between the Cherubim and the Seraphim? While this 
question may at first seem tangential to our research study, the decision to address it was 
sparked by a comment made by Alice Wood in Of Wings and Wheels: 
If this interpretation is correct, then the hajoth are more similar to the seraphim than the 
cherubim. Indeed, the verbal link between Ezek 1:11, 23 and Isa 6:2 (concerning the 
wings of the creatures) supports this. The hajoth have four wings (rather than the six of 
the seraphim) because the symbolism of the number four is fundamental to this passage. 
Moreover, the name of the seraphim (from the root saraf “to burn”) may also mean that 
we can compare them to the hajoth in MT of 1:13-14. These are enigmatic fiery 
creatures, who serve Yahweh in his throne theophany.1 
Wood’s identification of the “hajoth” (תֹויַּח; ḥayyōwṯ) with the Seraphim is, of course, 
polemical to the assumptions and findings of our study thus far. Yet adjudicating between 
her interpretation and ours requires some work. First, then, we familiarize ourselves with 
the Seraphim, by providing a brief description of the biblical witness regarding these 
creatures, including their visage, essential features and overall symbolic idea. Then, 
second, we compare and contrast the Seraphim with the Cherubim, and consider the 
solvency or insolvency of identifying the former with the latter.  
 
1. Biblical Witness about the Seraphim 
The only place in the Hebrew Bible that mentions the Seraphim (םי ִ֨פָרְשׂ; 
σεραφείµ) is Isa 6:2–7. The passage depicts them in a manner quite similar to the 
description of the Cherubim in the visions of Ezekiel, which makes attempts to equate the 
                                                
1 Wood, Of Wings and Wheels, 137. 
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two types of beings easy and allegedly natural. The fact that the ζῷα of Rev 4:7–8, which 
are Cherubim, are comprised of features found both in Ezekiel’s Cherubim and Isaiah’s 
Seraphim has also influenced this view in contemporary Hebrew Bible studies, whether 
consciously or unconsciously. The ζῷα in Revelation possess a four-fold appearance and 
a multitude of eyes, just like Ezekiel’s Cherubim. And, like Isaiah’s Seraphim, they 
possess six wings and engage in the same type of service—the praising of Yahweh.  
Let us cite Isaiah’s narrative about the Seraphim. This vision takes place during 
Isaiah’s call to prophetic service, in circumstances similar to those of Ezekiel when he 
had a vision of the “likeness of the Lord’s glory.” Yet in Ezekiel’s vision the Cherubim 
play an essential role or, rather, have an important part. The prophet Isaiah says: 
I saw the Lord (֛יָֹנדֲא;’ăḏōnāy; τον κύριον) sitting on a throne, high and lofty; and the rims 
of His robe filled the entire temple (ֽלָכיֵהַה; hahêḵāl). Around Him stood the Seraphim (וֹ֔ל 
 ֙לַע ַ֙מִּמ םי ִ֤דְֹמע םי ִ֨פָרְשׂ; śəәrāp̄îm ‘ōməәḏîm mimma‘al lōw; κύκλω αυτού); each one of them had 
six wings: with two each was closing his face (וי ָ֗נָפ; p̄ānāw; κατεκάλυπτον το πρόσωπον), 
with two they were hiding their feet, and with two they were flying. And they were 
crying to each other (LXX: και εκέκραγον έτερος προς τον έτερον):  
“Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of hosts; 
the whole earth is full of his glory (וֹֽדוֹבְכּ; kəәḇōwḏōw).” 
And the tops of the gates quivered from the voice of those crying out, and the house was 
filled with smoke. (6:1–4) 
The prophet, seeing the beings singing hymns to Yahweh with their pure lips, points 
especially to the impurity of his own lips, not excluding in general the thought about his 
sinfulness: “I am a man with impure mouth and I live among the people who also have 
impure mouths, and my eyes have seen the King Yahweh Sabaoth” (6:5). Then one of the 
Seraphim flies over to him, holding a burning coal in his hand which he took from the 
altar, and touches the prophet’s mouth, saying: “Lo, this has touched your mouth, and 
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your lawlessness is removed from you, and your sin is purified” (6:7). Then the calling 
and embassy of the prophet by the Lord is depicted, wherein the voice of Yahweh 
enquires: “Whom shall I send, and who will go for our sake (וּנ ָ֑ל; lānū)?” (6:8; perhaps 
having the Seraphim in view).  
 
2. Outer Appearance of the Seraphim 
The pericope just cited presents the following information for making statements 
about the visage of the Seraphim. Each of the Seraphim had six wings, two of which 
served for hiding the face, two for covering the bottom part of the body, especially the 
feet, and two for flying.2 Each Seraphim also possessed hands (וָֹ֖דיְבוּ; ūḇəәyāḏōw, v. 6), feet 
(וי ְָ֖לגַר; raḡlāw) and a face (וי ָ֗נָפ; p̄ānāw). Evidently, each possessed only one face, since 
otherwise the prophet would most likely have noted the presence of several faces as a 
peculiar feature of the seraphic visage. The LXX renders וי ָ֗נָפ (p̄ānāw) as το πρόσωπον, 
thereby also suggesting only one face for each Seraphim. The difference between the 
descriptions of the prophetic visions of the Seraphim in Isaiah and of the Cherubim in 
Ezekiel presupposes a true distinction between the visions, since, as we argued in the 
introductory material of the thesis, the prophet, as Yahweh’s mouthpiece, could only 
objectively recount what arose to his contemplation, but could not be led by an 
ideological tendency in his recounting of the vision. 
                                                
2 That is, this pair of wings in general expressed the ability to fly but likely not flying or soaring at 
the time described, since, as Isaiah says, they were standing: םי ִ֤דְֹמע (‘ōməәḏîm; v. 2).  
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In what way, however, should the outer appearance be perceived: as simple or as 
compound and composed of various elements? And if the former is to be thought, then 
what visage did the Seraphim possess—human or some other? The information provided 
by the text, that is, the mentioning of hands, feet and face, suggests a human visage for 
the Seraphim, both in and of themselves and also in connection with the fact that angels 
in general, whom the Seraphim visibly represent in this text, usually appear to humans in 
a human form.  
A characteristic of essential significance for the questions both of the appearance 
and nature of the Seraphim may be discerned in the word םי ִ֨פָרְשׂ (śəәrāp̄îm), which 
according to many old and new scholars means “burning,” though others suggest 
“singeing,” “consuming” or “stinging.” Ancient Jewish and Christian scholars preferred 
the meaning of burning, since they saw here an indication of the fiery nature of the 
Seraphim. Arguably, this view is based upon the understanding that, in the Hebrew 
language, creatures are primarily known and named according to their behavior. 
Arie Uittenbogaard, the author of Abarim Publications, make the astute 
observation that “in modern times, we like to designate creatures either according to what 
they look like, or else by some nomenclature that covers only their specific species.”3 The 
example is given of the word “horse,” which has a derivation to which we are indifferent. 
Yet a sea horse is a fish with a head like that of a horse, and a horsetail is a plant with 
horse-like tail.  
                                                
3 Arie Uittenbogaard, “The Meaning and Etymology of the Name Seraphim,” http://www.abarim-
publications.com/Meaning/Seraphim.html#.UPga1ycU5rV (accessed February 20, 2013). 
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In Hebrew, however, creatures are known mostly according to their behavior, and since 
creatures usually display multiple defining behaviors, many creatures are known by more 
than one name. … For instance, the word סוּס (sus), meaning to flash or dart, denotes both 
a horse and a swallow.4  
It is likely that a swallow would be perceived as something swift and flying with wings, 
whereas a horse would share the characteristic of swiftness and, in addition, be vigorous 
and strong. So, while in modern times we are prone to see a cow and a horse as similar 
creatures—as corpulent mammals—the Hebrew mind would perceive a horse as a big, 
strong, vigorous variant of a swallow. This is a result of the Hebrew tendency to view 
activity versus appearance. Movement is the telltale sign of an animal’s characteristics. 
Whereas cows wallow slowly in grass, horses are swift and sudden, like swallows. 
Uittenbogaard concludes: “The Hebrew verb סוּס (sus) means to be swift or to flash by, 
and the noun derived from this verb indicates both the horse and the swallow.”  
Along these lines, David Kimhi, a well-known medieval philologist and Hebraist, 
calls Seraphim “fiery angels,” an opinion which also stands in connection with the 
rabbinic teaching that Yahweh daily creates his serving angels out of “a fiery stream.” 
Christian exegetes, following suit, see in this designation either a characteristic of the 
seraphic nature or an association with the shining aspect of fire, corresponding to the 
depiction of the appearance of heavenly creatures elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible. For 
instance, Ezekiel records: “In the middle of the living creatures there was something that 
looked like burning coals of fire, like torches moving to and fro” (1:13). Or again, later 
he writes: “I looked, and there was a figure that looked like a human being; below what 
                                                
4 Ibid. 
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appeared to be its loins it was fire, and above the loins it was like the appearance of 
brightness, like gleaming amber” (8:2). The same association is found in other authors, 
for instance Daniel: “I looked up and saw a man clothed in linen, with a belt of gold from 
Uphaz around his waist. His body was like beryl, his face like lightning, his eyes like 
flaming torches, his arms and legs like the gleam of burnished bronze, and the sound of 
his words like the roar of a multitude” (Dan 10:5–6). Medieval Jewish exegetes such as 
Abarbanel and Rashi understood the Seraphim as those who “singe and burn down,” and 
the new exegetes largely follow them, referring the burning either to the incense on the 
heavenly altar or to the purification of Isaiah’s mouth (6:7). The majority of interpreters 
do not limit the name of the Seraphim solely by Isaiah’s vision, concurring that the 
Seraphim are also the carriers of the heavenly fire of love, burning down every impurity 
and purifying people. For instance: “Now, if the fact that a seraph absolved the seer by 
means of this fire of love is to be taken as an illustrative example of the historical calling 
of the seraphim, they were the vehicles and media of the fire of divine love.”5 Such an 
understanding perhaps relates best to the essence of the Seraphim and, perhaps, indicates 
an essential connection between the Seraphim and the Cherubim. Yet it is of little 
significance for clarifying the question of the seraphic visage.  
Not much more is availed in this respect by the following two etymologies, 
though they have their place in clarifying the biblical notion of the Seraphim. According 
to one of these etymologies, which ties Seraphim to the Arabic scharufa, the name 
                                                
5 Carl Friedrich Keil and Franz Delitzsh, Biblical Commentary on the Old Testament (1857-78), 
http://www.sacred-texts.com/bib/cmt/kad/eze001.htm (accessed February 20, 2013). 
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Seraphim designates these as the highest amidst the angels, as the princes of angels.6 The 
idea expressed by this interpretation can, at the least, be granted room for some 
examination on account of the intimate position of the Seraphim with respect to 
Yahweh’s throne. 
The second etymology puts the word Seraphim in connection with the Syrian 
theraphim. Old linguists like Johann Hofmann and J. G. Stickel suggest the possibility of 
the change of the initial ת (tau) to ש (sin).7 Hofmann, deeming it possible according to the 
laws of euphemy to identify the name of the Seraphim with the םיִפָרְתּ (təәrāp̄îm; 
household gods; see Gen 31:19, 1 Sam 19:13 and Ezek 21:26), renders the Seraphim with 
the meaning of “gods,” םי ִ֣הלֱֹא (’ĕlōhîm). He sees a confirmation for designating the םיִפָרְתּ 
(təәrāp̄îm) as gods in Gen 31:30 and 35:2. In Gen 31:19 Rachel steals her father’s 
“household gods,” םי ִ֖פָרְתַּה (hattəәrāp̄îm), while in 31:30 those same stolen idols are called 
“gods,” ֽיָהלֱֹא [’ĕlōhāy]. Later, in Gen 35:2, Jacob instructs his household to discard their 
“gods” י ֵ֤הלֱֹא [’ĕlōhê], by which he evidently means household ones. Bearing in mind the 
analogous Arabic word, Hofmann contests that the name Seraphim is a tribal name of 
angels, like the following names of angels: םיִריִבּ ַ֭א (’abbîrîm; Ps 78:25), םי ִ֑לֵא (’êlîm), 
םי ִ֣הלֱֹא (’ĕlōhîm), םיִֹשׁדְק (qəәḏōšîm). In other words, in the designation Seraphim Hofmann 
sees a common or tribal name of heavenly creatures, pointing to their general spirituality, 
                                                
6 The principal adherents to this view are George Benedikt Winer (Biblisches Realwoerterbuch 
[Leipzig: Reclam, 1847], 2.453) and Hermann Schultz (Alttestamentliche Theologie, 2 v. [Göttingen: 
Vandenhoeck und Ruprecht, 1885], 1.347). 
7 Johann Christian Konrad von Hofmann, Der Schriftbeweis, vol. 1 (Nördlingen: C. H. Beck, 
1857), 375; J. G. Stickel, Stud. Und Kritik (1840), 1.305. 
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but one that does not give an exact definition of these creatures. Such an explanation 
seems to be a plausible attempt, both in its etymological and semantic aspects—in the 
sense of being a synonym for םי ִ֔הלֱֹא (’ĕlōhîm), תוֹחוּר (rūḥōwṯ), and such. In addition, 
Hofmann suggests that the name, or at least the idea, of the Seraphim, in its origin, goes 
back to patriarchal or prehistoric times. 
Other indications of the outer appearance of the Seraphim may be discerned in the 
text. The actions of the Seraphim as described by the prophet—taking fire from the altar 
with his hands and with the help of tongs, purifying the mouth of the prophet, and 
pronouncing words—provide one grounds to see therein an image of creatures endowed 
with reason, bodies, hands, feet, and faces, and, therefore, overall an anthropomorphic 
image.8  
Deductively, if the Seraphim did not have an anthropomorphic form, then the 
prophet Isaiah, who provides a detailed description of the entire entourage of the vision, 
would likely not have failed to remark on this peculiarity of the symbolism of the 
heavenly creatures which he saw. That said, in general, the unusualness and striking 
characteristics of the symbolism of the Seraphim should be presupposed from the fact 
that they act (or appear) alone in this magnificent vision. 
 
                                                
8 Gesenius says: “Erant, igitur, humanae figurae, sed, ut Dei muncios decebat, alis instructi, quo 
celerius mandata Dei exsequerentur” (Thesaurus, 3.1341). 
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3. The Seraphic Nature 
The text offers more information for making inferences about the nature of the 
Seraphim, as opposed to their outer visage. The Seraphim speak, singing a laudatory 
hymn to Yahweh and taking turns while doing so—a kind of antiphonal (or responsorial) 
singing. They fulfill Yahweh’s commands and thus are high, rational or spiritual beings, 
in a word, angels. They also appear to have more in common with angels proper than do 
the Cherubim: if the latter do not enter into a direct contact with humans, the Seraphim of 
Isaiah’s vision does fulfill Yahweh’s command with regard to a human, namely, a 
prophet, as a theocratic instrument and servant. Indeed, the very laudation they give to 
Yahweh points to their participation in the universal and human economy, the end goal of 
which is to fill the earth with the glory of Yahweh. On this latter theme, consider Num 
14:21: “all the earth shall be filled with the glory of the LORD”; and Hab 2:14: “the earth 
will be filled / with the knowledge of the glory of the LORD, / as the waters cover the 
sea.” Hence, the content of the seraphic hymn reflects the heavenly sphere of angelic 
activity, metaphorically represented as participating in the council of Yahweh (Ps 7:8). In 
this respect, the host of the Seraphim is analogous to the Lord’s host (1 Kgs 22:19–22; 2 
Chr 18:18), to םי ִ֔הלֱֹאָה יֵ֣נְבּ (bəәnê hā’ĕlōhîm; Job 1:6; 2:1), or, in Ps 89:5–8, to either םי ִֹ֣שׁדְק 
־דוֹסְבּ (bəәsōwḏ- qəәḏōšîm) or  ְקםיִֹֽשׁד  ל ַ֥הְקִבּ (biqhal qəәḏōšîm). 
If the Cherubim in the vision of Ezekiel act as carriers of Yahweh’s throne, then 
the Seraphim surround it (וֹ֔ל  ֙לַע ַ֙מִּמ םי ִ֤דְֹמע; ‘ōməәḏîm mimma‘al lōw), i.e., fulfill their service 
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appointed for them by God.9 Just as the Cherubim, the Seraphim have wings that in 
general characterize them as spiritual creatures of the invisible world. A more particular 
appointing of the wings is defined in the text to the effect that, in addition to one pair of 
wings with a natural function of flying, the other two pairs served for the concealment of 
their bodies and faces before the striking magnificence of Yahweh. 
 
4. The Symbolic Meaning of the Idea of the Seraphim 
As creatures appearing in a vision, Seraphim have a profound symbolic meaning. 
Exegetes, especially ancient ones, primarily directed their attention to the fact that 
whereas the Cherubim carry Yahweh’s throne, the Seraphim surround Yahweh sitting on 
the throne, standing around him, וֹ֔ל  ֙לַע ַ֙מִּמ םי ִ֤דְֹמע (‘ōməәḏîm mimma‘al lōw). In view of such 
positioning of the Seraphim with respect to the throne of Yahweh, the Seraphim were 
considered the highest order in the heavenly host. This, of course, is an aside, since the 
Hebrew Bible yields no information about a hierarchical relation of the Seraphim or the 
Cherubim to other angels, except for a general indication of their special proximity to 
Yahweh. The wings of the Seraphim, just like the wings of the Cherubim, primarily 
characterize them as heavenly creatures, devoid and freed of spatial boundaries. 
Secondarily, wings symbolize the readiness of the Seraphim to fulfill Yahweh’s will and 
the speediness of this fulfillment. Finally, the covering of the body (feet) and faces by 
                                                
9 ־לַעד ֵֹ֧מע (‘ō·mêḏ-‘al), to stand before somebody, to serve (cf. Gen 18:8; Jer 36:21 and others). 
Regarding angelic service to Yahweh see 1 Kgs 22:19; Zech 4:14; Job 1:6. 
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wings is an expression of pious veneration appropriate to created beings—even if the 
highest—before their Creator.  
The name Seraphim, too, is usually taken to be symbolic. The foundations of this 
meaning are usually sought in the most plausible etymology of Seraphim from the verb 
ףַרָשׂ, seraph. Corresponding to the twofold meaning assumed by the intransitive and 
transitive forms of this verb, the symbolic meaning of the name Seraphim is also 
interpreted in a twofold way. The intransitive meaning places the name Seraphim in 
association with their supposed, light-issuing visage. Jerome interprets the name 
Seraphim as related to their appearance, when he compares the pericope about the 
Seraphim with Ps 104:4, which reads: “you make the winds your messengers, / fire and 
flame your ministers.” Peter Miscall underlines the importance of this characteristic by 
drawing the reader’s attention to the literary devices: “Seraphim is a play on ‘fiery ones’; 
the same root (sarap) is in 1.7; to refine (tsarap) in 1.25 is a homophone; and the burning 
coal (ritspa) of 6.6 uses the consonants of the latter.”10 The same etymology has been 
used as an indication not of the visage but of the inner characteristics, such as the 
expression of the notion of love for Yahweh, that is, the love of creature for its creator. 
Keil in his biblical commentary on Ezekiel points out that as the Cherubim are 
conductors and mediators of wrath destroying sinners, or, at least, conveyers of 
Yahweh’s glory directed to the world in its fiery side, so the Seraphim are mediators and 
conductors of love purifying sin or of Yahweh’s glory directed to the world in its light 
                                                
10 Peter Miscall, Isaiah (Sheffield: Sheffield Phoenix Press, 2006), 45-46. 
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side.11 
Yet other interpreters, old and new, have seen in the name Seraphim a symbolic 
indication of the activity of the Seraphim, and they would place their name in connection 
with the function of the activity of one of the Seraphim indicated in Isaiah’s vision. It is 
significant that Jerome already points to the transitive significance of this name: 
incendentes, a present active participle.  
According to all the features with which the Seraphim are characterized in this 
unique pericope, it should be acknowledged that the idea or notion of the Seraphim, like 
that of the Cherubim and of angels in general, originated indigenously within the 
religious tradition of the Israelites. The derivation of the idea of the Seraphim from the 
Egyptian cult of Serapis has been proven wrong by early Egyptologists like John 
Wilkinson, according to whom the name Serapis is already the Greek transcription of the 
Egyptian name of a divinity that in original language is read Osar-Hapi. Further, 
according to the same research, the official cult of Serapis was introduced in Egypt 
relatively late (around the time of Alexander the Great). The implausibility of an animal-
like appearance of the Seraphim speaks further against this hypothesis. 
 
5. Improbability of Identifying the Seraphim with the Cherubim 
The view identifying the Seraphim with the Cherubim was expressed in antiquity 
                                                
11 Carl Friedrich Keil, Biblical Commentary on the Prophecies of Ezekiel, trans. James Martin 
(Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1876), http://archive.org/stream/biblicalcommenta01keiluoft#page/n9/mode/2up 
(accessed February 20, 2013). 
  
166 
 
and has gained popularity from then on. Maimonides identifies Ezekiel’s vision with that 
of Isaiah, saying: “The Sages ... said that the apprehension grasped by Ezekiel was 
identical with that grasped by Isaiah.”12 Vitringa uses “Cherubim” and “Seraphim” 
interchangeably in his commentary on Ezekiel. Riehm takes the Seraphim for the 
Cherubim, only more “angelomorphic.”13 One of the oft-cited foundations for Riehm’s 
assessment, as for identifying the Seraphim with the Cherubim in general, is Rev 4:7–8, 
where the ζῷα are depicted with features taken partly from the Cherubim and partly from 
the Seraphim. Yet this kind of reasoning cannot be taken as decisive, and there are 
substantial arguments against the complete identification of the Seraphim with the 
Cherubim.  
Let us review and address the reasons usually listed in favor of this identification. 
First of all, since Yahweh in his theophanies always appears surrounded by the 
Cherubim, the heavenly creatures appearing in the vision of Isaiah could and should be 
Cherubim. Yet, we know from the Hebrew Bible that Yahweh sometimes appears 
accompanied not by the Cherubim but by angels in general. For instance, the account of 
Jacob’s ladder reads: “And the angels of God (םי ִ֔הלֱֹא י ֵ֣כֲאְלַמ; mal’ăḵê ’ĕlōhîm) were 
ascending and descending on it. And the Lord stood beside him and said …” (Gen 28:12–
13). The same situation is found in several other pericopes, including Deut 33:2, Joel 
                                                
12 Maimonodes, The Guide of the Perplexed, vol. 2, trans. Shlomo Pines (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1974), III.6 (p. 427). 
13 Gustav Friedrich Oehler, Theology of the Old Testament, trans. George E. Day (New York: 
Funk & Wagnalls, 1883), 447, accessed February 20, 2013, 
http://archive.org/stream/theologyofoldtes00oehl#page/n3/mode/2up. 
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4:11, and Dan 7:10. In addition, the Cherubim in Gen 3:24 act without connection to a 
theophany, and thus these creatures do not necessarily stand in association with a 
theophany.  
Second, it is argued, in the Tabernacle and the Temple Yahweh’s glory is 
surrounded by the Cherubim. Whereas the site of Isaiah’s vision is also the Temple, the 
beings surrounding Yahweh’s throne should be viewed as the Cherubim. The words 
themselves, וֹ֔ל  ֙לַע ַ֙מִּמ םי ִ֤דְֹמע (‘ōməәḏîm mimma‘al lōw), are, as it were, solely characteristic 
of the Cherubim and their positioning with regards to Yahweh’s throne. Yet, it is 
questionable whether Solomon’s Temple is the Temple of Isaiah’s vision. Even though in 
other pericopes the site and object of prophetic contemplation was the earthly Temple in 
Jerusalem (see Amos 9:1; Ezek 8:3; 10:4; cf. Acts 22:17), in all such cases this locale was 
required either by the essence and content of the revelations which were conveyed (as 
with the prophets Amos and Ezekiel), or by the presence of the one receiving the 
revelation in the Temple (as in the case of Saint Paul in Acts). In the vision of Isaiah, 
though, we observe neither of these two conditions. The vision that encompasses Isaiah’s 
call to prophetic service is one unrelated to the destiny of the Temple; indeed, it is a 
singularly interesting moment. Isaiah’s expression that he has seen the Lord upon a high 
and exalted throne, and everything else in his ensuing depiction of the vision, which is 
born throughout by great detail, allows one to interpret the ֽלָכיֵהַה (hahêḵāl) mentioned 
here not as an earthly one but as the heavenly one with a heavenly altar and other 
attributes, and as a place in which Yahweh manifests his appearance to his angels. ֽלָכיֵהַה 
(hahêḵāl) is mentioned several times in the same sense in the Psalms (Pss 11:4; 18:7; 
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29:9). The presence of a great number of details—a description reminiscent of a similar 
Temple envisioned by Ezekiel (Ezek 40:5ff)—seems to be indicative of a special Temple 
in his vision, as opposed to Solomon’s Temple. Christopher Seitz notes that with regard 
to this scene that the prophet “finds himself in unfamiliar environs.”14 If, on the contrary, 
the Seraphim bore the visage of the Cherubim on the Ark of the Covenant, the prophet 
would not have needed to go into such detail in his description. This point is supported by 
Walter Brueggemann:  
The account reports an activity in the throne room of heaven where the holy God sits, 
high and elevated in splendor, surrounded by awesome and impressive attendants to the 
divine presence. … In his vision, Yahweh massively occupies and dominates the 
heavenly throne room to which “Isaiah” … is wondrously given access. This earthly 
intruder into the heavenly scene observes the seraphim, the heavenly winged servants of 
Yahweh in rapt attentiveness, utterly devoted to Yahweh.15 
Third, it is argued that the Cherubim and Seraphim are similar based upon 
similarities in their outer visage. Yet the features of the seraphic visage indicated by 
Isaiah were certainly new and unusual both for him and his contemporaries, which is the 
very reason he describes them, just as Ezekiel does in a similar case in Ezek 41:15–19. 
The entire description of the Seraphim generally leaves an impression of independence 
from the description of the Cherubim of the Holy of Holies contained in the book of 
Exodus (Chapters 25–27) and 1 Kings (Chapters 6–7). The Cherubim of the Holy of 
Holies spread over the Ark of the Covenant and form the throne of God; the Seraphim, on 
the contrary, surround Sabaoth, glorify God and his economy, piously worship him, and 
                                                
14 Christopher R. Seitz, Isaiah 1-39 (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 1993), 54. 
15 Walter Brueggemann, Isaiah 1–39 (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 1998), 58.  
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fulfill his commandments with regards to man. In general, they appear to be creatures 
closer to angels proper.  
Certainly, the similarity between the seraphic and cherubic visages exists. Yet this 
affinity could be of a more general type; bear in mind that the prophet Isaiah does not 
give us the details of the appearance of the Seraphim. It is also worth remembering that 
outer appearance of all heavenly creatures has more of a symbolic meaning than one 
which characterizes their very nature. Their visage appearing to a prophet is a replica of 
some heavenly reality. Thus, the outer appearance does not present decisive evidence 
regarding the question of the identity of the Seraphim and the Cherubim. That a fiery or 
shining appearance is usually ascribed to both the Cherubim and the Seraphim is not a 
decisive factor either, since the Scriptures frequently allot this characteristic to numerous 
beings from the heavenly world.  
Fourth and finally, a proof of the identity between the Seraphim and the Cherubim 
is sometimes based upon the description of the outer appearance and activity of the 
Cherubim-ζῷα in Rev 4:6 ff. The sextuple wings of the latter and their singing “Holy, 
holy, holy” to God and the Lamb is sometimes given as a demonstration of their identity 
with Isaiah’s Seraphim. On the other hand, since these ζῷα are similar to Ezekiel’s תֹויַּח 
(ḥayyōwṯ) by name, general appearance and descriptive detail, some declare the Seraphim 
to be a kind of halfway point in the transition from the Cherubim of Ezekiel to the ζῷα of 
the book of Revelation. Nevertheless, despite the obvious similarity of the latter to the 
Seraphim, the identity of the Cherubim and the Seraphim cannot be proven. The presence 
of the wings only points symbolically to the heavenly nature and function of the beings to 
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whom those wings are appropriated. From the fact that the number of wings differs in 
different biblical pericopes, it follows that the number of wings cannot testify either for 
or against the identity of the ζῷα with the Seraphim. At the same time, the singing of the 
thrice-holy hymn and the praising of Yahweh is the prerogative of angels in general (see, 
for instance, Ps. 148:2: “Praise Him, all His angels [וי ָ֑כאְָלַמ; mal’āḵāw] / Praise Him all 
His host!”; see also Pss 29:1; 103:20-21) and thus can be equally ascribed to either the 
Seraphim or the Cherubim. 
Note, though, that the Cherubim are never directly assigned with the praising of 
Yahweh in the Hebrew Bible. This function is only expected from them by virtue of their 
proximity to Yahweh, a proximity which makes them first-hand witnesses of the glory of 
God and participants of the magnificence of the דוֹבְכּ (kəәḇōwḏ) in and of itself, as well as 
to its manifestation in the world. A factual substantiation of this point is seen in Ezek 
3:12, which reads: “Then the spirit lifted me up, and as the glory of the LORD rose from 
its place, I heard behind me the sound of loud rumbling; it was the sound of the wings of 
the living creatures brushing against one another, and the sound of the wheels beside 
them ...” Note how intimately tied the movement of the glory of the Lord is to the 
movement of the wings and wheels of the Cherubim. 
Thus there is no compelling reason to identify the Cherubim with the Seraphim; 
yet there are compelling reasons to distinguish them. That said, both the Cherubim and 
the Seraphim, according to the biblical accounts and view, are beings whose immediate 
function is not to develop Yahweh’s Kingdom in the world. Neither are they sent to and 
for human beings as are other angels, since these creatures reside exclusively in 
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immediate proximity to the deity. In other words, the biblical view on both the Cherubim 
and the Seraphim is that they are the sons of God, םיִהלֱֹא־ֵינְב (ḇəәnê-’ĕlōhîm), a term which 
points to their special origin from Yahweh and their particular immaterial nature. This 
point of view seems to predominate over viewing them as םיִכאְָלַמ (mal’āḵîm), even 
though the designation angels does belong to both the Cherubim and the Seraphim as 
well. 
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CHAPTER 5: HISTORY OF RECEPTION: PATRISTIC INTERPRETATION 
OF THE BIBLICAL CHERUBIM AND SERAPHIM 
 
1. Why Look at Patristic Interpretation, or the Value of Inter-Epoch and 
Interdisciplinary Dialogue 
Interest in the history of biblical interpretation has risen among scholars in the 
nearby fields of theology, biblical studies and church history. The understanding and 
insights acquired by scholars of antiquity into earlier approaches to interpreting the Bible 
are receiving appreciative consideration within modern biblical research, as can be seen 
by the numerous works, dissertations, reference editions and monographs exploring the 
relevance of critical scholarship of early patristic or rabbinic readings for modern 
interpretation. It is being recognized that, with all of the mastery of contemporary critical 
methodologies, a fully equipped scholarship is nonetheless inconceivable without taking 
into account a select representation both of the best exegetical treatments of biblical texts 
and of scholarly biblical interpretation from the different epochs of history. 
Another important consideration is in play here. Theology must be able to 
translate biblical images and symbols, that is, religious convictions as expressed in 
ancient language, into modern language. For this reason, it is necessary to know how one 
or another biblical problem is reflected in one or another tradition which is still living 
today. As we have seen, Childs holds this view (see the methodology discussion in the 
Introduction above). Myths and symbols are the visible images from our world through 
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which higher reality, lying outside our visibility and understanding, reveals to us 
something about itself and about us. It is the “language” through which this reality is 
made accessible to us. In this sense, religion is capable of speaking of God and of 
ultimate issues, such as the creation of the world and the end of history, only in the 
language of symbols. Yet, one must speak about the relation of present reality to ultimate 
things in language reflecting contemporary notions regarding reality. For this reason 
dialogue with a living exegetical tradition, that is, one living in a religious community 
today, is important. It is important, that is, to take up that tradition and to try to do it some 
justice, in part by describing its underlying hermeneutical principles. The boundaries of 
this present dissertation will not allow us to explore more than a single interpretive 
tradition. In our case, the choice will congenially fall to the patristic period of 
interpretation and its legacy, roughly embracing the period from 150 to 1500 in both East 
and West1.  
If we could formulate a basic, underlying question driving us in the correct 
direction towards exposing this school of biblical interpretation, it would concern the 
issue of reference: how much of the biblical text is to be taken at face value, and how 
much of it is to be understood as figures or prefigurings which refer to things other than 
what the text refers to, and which, furthermore, imply the ability to distinguish between 
plain statements and prefigured messages? 
                                                
1 This very wide specification is used, according to William Yarchin’s broad delineations of the 
periods of interpretation in History of Biblical Interpretation (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2011). 
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William Yarchin states that even in early antiquity “people, for the most part, read 
sacred texts figuratively.”2 He provides the example of Herodorus of Heracleia, who 
reads one of the traditional myths about Heracles and Atlas as an allegory of Heracles’ 
acquisition of priestly and scholarly skills in understanding heavenly phenomena. If 
Yarchin is correct, the same underlying interpretative modus operandi was retained in the 
early Christian interpretation of Scripture. It did not mean that early Christian interpreters 
disregarded authorial intent in seeing a picture different than the one plainly stated. On 
the contrary, this tendency, given the interpreters’ sacral and religious approach to the 
text, should be regarded as their understanding of the original, purposeful allegorical 
message encoded by the author(s), left there by the redactor(s), and preserved hidden in 
the extant text. In other words, for early Christian interpreters, more often than not the 
allegorical meaning was the intended and inspired one. The underlying hermeneutical 
presupposition was that a sacred text would always contain things that are not revealed 
through a “plain” reading because of the current limitations of fallen human 
perceptiveness. Thus, the basic interpretative axiom yielded that mystery was an innate 
characteristic of any biblical text. Yarchin sums up:  
Unlike modern exegesis, in the ancient world the text was not an object for examination 
vis-à-vis the inquiring subject, testing for truth. Reading and interpreting religious texts in 
the ancient world was rather a process of participation in the mysteries that they hold. 
Depending on the setting, the text was sung, memorized, recited, philosophically 
allegorized—all activities that wove the divine truth of the text into the fabric of the 
interpreters’ social and spiritual existence.3 
                                                
2 Ibid., xii.  
3 Ibid.  
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2. Main Schools of Patristic Interpretation 
In Eastern Christendom, the two outstanding centers with the most influential 
representatives and methods of interpretation were Alexandria and Antioch. In the West, 
most Church Fathers, such as Jerome, Augustine, and Ambrose—and later, and a bit 
further East, Bede—aligned along the same two major branches of theological 
interpretation. Alexandria and Antioch were thriving, strong centers of Christian 
education and exegesis, even though they were at times diametrically opposed in their 
methods.4 Although the two cities represented different approaches to biblical 
interpretation, their Greek education trained them to begin at the same starting point, 
namely, the best quality text. Alexandria held a reputation as the birthplace of the two 
most important figures in the early history of the Christian OT: the LXX and Origen. 
With Origen’s move to Caesarea, Alexandria of course lost this major authority of textual 
scholarship; nonetheless, the same enthusiasm for Christian learning that characterized 
and shaped Origen’s work continued to thrive among Alexandrian scholars.  
The Alexandrian school is well known for its allegorical method of interpretation. 
While specific names and figures will be described further on, the gist of the Alexandrian 
method of interpretation could perhaps be formulated as such: the allegorical method is 
characterized by its treatment of a text as a certain code or secret language, with the 
                                                
4 See F. M. Young, Biblical Exegesis and the Formation of Christian Culture (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1997), 161–85.  
  
176 
 
interpretation of the text understood as its deciphering. For an allegorist, there are at least 
two levels of a text: a literal, surface meaning and the hidden, secret meaning. The two 
levels relate to each other as an object and its shadow. Thus interpreting Scripture by 
allegorical method seeks the true understanding of the essence of the text, not simply the 
reception of its literal meaning.  
Even though the allegorical method was already known to Greek philosophers, it 
had a bright representative in Judaism in Philo of Alexandria, who applied the method to 
the OT. Eusebius, in Book II of his Church History, speaks of Philo as a highly educated 
and well-read man who had surpassed all his contemporaries in his knowledge of Plato’s 
and Pythagoras’ philosophies. Philo is well-known for his allegorical interpretation of the 
OT. For instance, in his understanding the four rivers in Eden signified four virtues, the 
five cities of Sodom the five senses, and so forth. The value of allegory for Philo may be 
boiled down to four points: first, this method frees one not to accept literally 
anthropomorphic descriptions of God. Second, the allegorical method helps to avoid the 
trivial, unclear and senseless meanings that are unavoidable when some passages in the 
OT are interpreted literally. Third, the allegorical method allows one to prevail over some 
historically difficult passages of the OT. And finally, it allowed Philo to extract 
conclusions congenial with Hellenistic philosophy and, thus, to justify the OT before his 
philosopher colleagues.  
These four rationales, and especially the first three, were for most allegorical 
interpreters of course not ususally divided and described so clearly; nor were the 
allegorical methods themeselves. Most often authors would call on a mix of rationales 
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and approaches. Yet the larger point is that without a doubt typological and allegorical 
methods influenced the interpretation of Scripture in the first Christian communities.5 
With regards to the Christian “faculty” of the Alexandrian school, its allegorical 
method is best represented not by its founder, Philo the Alexandrian, but by its two 
brightest members, Clement of Alexandria and his disciple Origen. Titus Flavius Clement 
(150–215) is considered, after Justin and Irenaeus, to be one of the founders of Christian 
patristic literature. His exact birthplace is not known; perhaps it was Athens or 
Alexandria. By his time, Christianity has already spread over the Roman Empire and 
begun to come forward as a rather specific, well-formulated religious teaching, one ready 
to defend its authenticity before other religions and philosophies. Alexandria already had 
a strong Christian school headed by Clement, who did much for the spreading of the 
Gospel. Three of his works—Protrepticus, Paedagogus, and Stromata—are valuable 
sources for studying the early period of Christianity. Clement is considered one of the 
first Christian theologians to state the necessity of interpreting the Bible allegorically, and 
only allegorically, inasmuch as for him the literal meaning only serves as a propaedeutic 
for the figurative, undisclosed meaning, which must be discovered by interpretation.  
Origen’s allegorical method is very much like the method of Clement. To Origen 
belongs the famous comparison of Scripture to a human being, where the “body” of 
Scripture is its literal meaning, the “soul” the meaning which opens only to Christians, 
                                                
5 E.g., see James Dunn’s discussion in his Unity and Diversity in the New Testament (London: 
SCM Press, 1990).  
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and the “spirit” the mystical meaning which remains undisclosed to unspiritual 
Christians.6 
Overall, despite certain positive aspects of the allegorical method, such as the 
acknowledgement of the Bible’s special status, or the attempt to interpret obscure places, 
these interpretive practices lent themselves to as many problems as they solved. They 
were not limited by any clear-cut or exact rules, and thus in a sense granted permission to 
anyone possessing imagination to find in Scripture confirmation for any kind of teaching.  
The school of biblical interpretation in a sense juxtaposed to the Alexandrian one 
was that of Antioch in Syria. The founder of the Antiochian school was the fourth-
century figure Diodore of Tarsus.7 Yet perhaps the most well-known representatives of 
the school are Theodore of Mopsuestia and John Chrysostom. The Antiochian school 
suggested different hermeneutical principles for interpreting the Bible, which could be 
called historical-grammatical. Theodore of Mopsuestia (350–428), according to some of 
the modern scholars, was the first “biblical” theologian in the history of Christianity, in 
the modern sense of the word. G.H. Gilbert says calls Theodore’s commentaries on 
Paul’s epistles the first and practically last exegetical work of the ancient Church that 
                                                
6  Origen, On First Principles, 4.11. 
7 Even though this title has been accorded also to Lucian, G. Bardy in “Interprétation chez les 
pères,” says unequivocally: “Le vrai fondateur de l’ecole d’Antioche est Diodore de Tarse” (Dictionnaire 
de la Bible, Supp., 4 [1949]: 580). In fact, Jean-Marie Olivier, the editor of Diodore’s Commentarii, names 
Diodore “le veritable fondateur,” while classifying Lucian as the “initiateur” of the historical method of the 
Antiochian school (J.M. Olivier, in Comentarii in Psalmos, ed. J.M. Olivier [Turnhout: Brepols, 1980], 
ciii). 
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could be compared to modern commentaries.8 Though John Chrysostom was more of a 
preacher than an exegete, it was his oratorical talents which bore the primary 
responsibility for making Antioch famous. In general, both Theodore and John were in 
agreement with the Alexandrians with regard to the idea that Bible was a God-inspired 
work, but they considered Scripture to be the proper subject of literal interpretation, with 
the exception of texts where metaphors, figurative meanings, or other literary devices 
were used intentionally. John distinguishes between the process of interpretation, that is 
the elucidation of the meaning of the text, and the application of the meaning of the text. 
The former was fixed while the latter could be variegated. The desire to see in Scripture a 
source of inspiration for practical life, one capable of saying different things in different 
situations, urged the allegorists to search for multiple meanings in the text. Meanwhile, 
John Chrysostom pursued the same end through his search for multiple applications of 
the same meaning.  
Robert Hill offers a resume of the Antiochene “credo” in Diodore’s famous 
words: “‘We far prefer to istorikon to to allegorikon,’ is shown by the adoption by the 
Antiochenes (and later commentators) of the two terms theoria and allegoria as 
representing the respective positions of Antioch and Alexandria, and the ongoing 
Antiochene reservations about recognizing allegory in the Old Testament in particular.”9 
 
                                                
8 G.H. Gilbert, The Interpretation of the Bible: A Short History (New York, 1956), 135. 
9 Robert C. Hill, Reading the Old Testament in Antioch (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 
2010), 155.   
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3. Patristic Commentaries on the Cherubim 
Let us now consider some specific patristic interpretations of the Cherubim 
themselves. We begin with a look at how the Fathers interpreted Gen 3:24, the passage 
describing the Cherubim with a flaming sword guarding the entrance to the Garden of 
Eden.  
We may begin with Augustine of Hippo (354–430), the great Father of Western 
theology. In a commentary on the book of Genesis, he offers an interesting interpretation 
based upon the Latin translation of “Cherubim,” along with a penitential and purgative 
interpretation of the flaming sword:  
“God placed Cherubim and a flaming sword that moves—this could be said in the one 
word movable—to guard the way to the tree of life.” Those who translate the Hebrew 
words in Scripture say that “Cherubim” means in Latin “the fullness of knowledge.” The 
flaming, movable sword means temporal punishments, because times move in their 
continual variety. It is called flaming because every tribulation burns somehow or other. 
But it is one thing to be burned until consumed, another to be burned until purified.10 
Pseudo-Dionysius (5th century) also draws upon the Latin translation in a 
comment that emphasizes the noetic fullness of the Cherubim, on their proximity to God, 
and on their overall position in the celestial hierarchy:  
The name Cherubim means “fullness of knowledge” or “outpouring of wisdom.” This 
first of the hierarchies (including Seraphim and Cherubim) is hierarchically ordered by 
truly superior beings, for this hierarchy possesses the highest order as God’s immediate 
neighbor, being grounded directly around God and receiving the primal theophanies and 
perfections. Hence the description is “carrier of warmth” for the Seraphim, and the title is 
                                                
10 Augustine, Two Books on Genesis Against the Manichaeans, 2.23.35, cited from Andrew Louth, 
ed., Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture I: Genesis 1–11 (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 
2001), 101–2. A word on the use of the ACC: the ACC editors, top scholars in the patristics field, have 
striven to compile a representative selection of citations from the Fathers on various biblical passages. 
While of course it is preferable to spend a lifetime in primary research into these copious sources, for our 
purposes the ACC provides a sufficient and, historically, actually a quite unparalleled means of taking the 
“pulse” of the Fathers, across a broad swath of texts, on a specific theme. 
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“outpouring of wisdom” for the Cherubim. These names indicate their similarity to what 
God is … The name Cherubim signifies the power to know and to see God, to receive the 
greatest gifts of his light, to contemplate the divine splendor in primordial power, to be 
filled with the gifts that bring wisdom and to share these generously with subordinates as 
a part of the beneficent outpouring of wisdom.11 
Ephrem the Syrian (ca. 306–373) draws his interpretation towards Christ, linking 
the flaming sword to the sword involved in Christ’s crucifixion. He suggests that Christ’s 
work has nullified the former sword and its role: “Blessed is He who was pierced and so 
removed the sword from the entry to paradise.”12 It is unclear whether or not he, like 
Pseudo-Dionysius, would see the sword as an instrument of healing. 
To the north, the Venerable Bede (ca. 672–735) also offers a Christological 
interpretation, but here the sword is connected not to the crucifixion but to the 
extinguishing water of Baptism: 
The second Adam, Jesus Christ, points out that through the water of the bath of rebirth, 
the flickering flame—by which the Cherubim guardian blocked the entry into paradise 
when the first Adam was expelled—would be extinguished. Where the one went out with 
his wife, having been conquered by his enemy, there the other might return with his 
spouse (namely, the Church of the saints), as a conqueror over his enemy.13  
Of course, the overall Christological theme is entirely consistent between these two 
geographically diverse Fathers. 
                                                
11 Pseudo-Dionysius, Celestial Hierarchies, 7.205B–205C, cited from Louth, Ancient Christian 
Commentary on Scripture I: Genesis 1–11, 102. 
12 Ephraim the Syrian, Hymns on Paradise, 2.1, cited from Louth, Ancient Christian Commentary 
on Scripture I: Genesis 1–11, 102. 
13 Bede, Homilies on the Gospels, 1.12, cited from Louth, Ancient Christian Commentary on 
Scripture I: Genesis 1–11, 102. 
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Origen (ca. 184–253) draws from Gen 3:24 in a beautiful passage from his 
famous discourse on martyrdom. In brief, he offers a typological interpretation of 
martyrdom as a way through the Cherubim and the sword: 
Throughout martyrdom Jesus is with you to show you the way to the paradise of God and 
how you may pass through the Cherubim and the flaming sword that turns every way and 
guards the way to the tree of life. For both, even if they guard the way to pass through the 
tree of life, guard it so that no one unworthy may turn that way to pass through to the tree 
of life. The flaming sword will hold fast those who have built upon the foundation that is 
laid, Jesus Christ, with wood, hay or straw, and the wood of denial, if I may call it that, 
which catches fire very easily and burns all the more. But the Cherubim will receive 
those who by nature cannot be held by the flaming sword, because they have built with 
nothing that can catch fire. They will escort them to the tree of life and to all the trees 
God planted in the east and made to grow out of the ground.14 
Once again, we see the Christological focus of this Father’s remarks. 
 
Next, let us proceed to the plastic representations of the Cherubim and to patristic 
interpretations of some of the corresponding pericopes. The two Cherubim of gold 
mentioned in Exod 25:18 (“And make two Cherubim out of hammered gold at the ends 
of the cover”) are discussed by Origen, in his Commentary on the Song of Songs. As with 
Augustine and Pseudo-Dionysius, Origen’s remarks here follow the typological pattern of 
presenting the Cherubim as the fullness of knowledge: 
We are told too that “the words of the Lord are pure words, as silver tried in the fire”; 
again, in another place “the tongue of the just” is said to be “as silver tried by fire.” And 
the Cherubim are described as golden, because they are by interpretation the plentitude of 
knowledge. And it is commanded also that a candlestick of solid gold should be put in the 
tabernacle of the testimony; and that, it seems to us, is a type of the natural law in which 
the light of knowledge is contained. But what need is there to multiply proof texts when 
those who will can easily see for themselves from many Scripture passages that gold is 
                                                
14 Origen, Exhortation to Martyrdom, 36, cited from Louth, Ancient Christian Commentary on 
Scripture I: Genesis 1–11, 102. 
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applied to the intellect and mind, whereas silver is referred only to language and the 
power of speech?15 
Gregory the Great (ca. 540–604) suggests that the two Testaments are 
foreshadowed by the two Cherubim:  
The two Cherubim which covered the mercy seat beheld one another with their 
countenances turned toward it. The word Cherubim means “fullness of knowledge.” 
What do the two Cherubim signify but the two Testaments? And what does the mercy 
seat prefigure but the Lord become a man? John says of him, “For he is the expiation” for 
our sins.16 
Regarding 1 Kgs 6:23 (“In the inner sanctuary he made two Cherubim of 
olivewood, each ten cubits high”), we have Bede commenting on the Cherubim as 
representing the angelic escort:  
“Cherubim,” as the prophet Ezekiel explicitly declares, is a title of dignity, and in the 
singular number the form Cherub is used, but Cherubim in the plural. Hence the figures 
of the Cherubim that were made in the oracle can be appropriately taken to mean the 
angelic retinues that always wait on their Creator in heaven. And they are properly said to 
have been made of olive wood because, of course, angelic virtues are anointed with the 
grace of the Holy Spirit lest they should ever grow arid in the love of God. For they are 
those fellow companions of ours of whom the prophet speaks in his praise of Christ; 
“God your God has anointed you with the oil of gladness above your fellows.” In 
figurative terms it was quite right that those whom their Creator later filled with the light 
of heavenly wisdom were made of olive wood. That is why he wanted them called 
Cherub, which means in Latin “a great store of knowledge.” And they are ten cubits high 
because they enjoy the denarius of eternal life having preserved ever untarnished in 
themselves the image of their Creator by the sanctity and uprightness and truth that they 
received in the first creation. For a denarius is worth ten obols and customarily bore the 
name and likeness of the king. Consequently, it also makes a very fitting metaphor for the 
kingdom of heaven where, on the one hand, the holy angels ever remain in their Creator’s 
likeness according to which they were made, and on the other hand, the human elect 
                                                
15 Origen, The Song of Songs, Commentary and Homilies, 2.8, cited in Joseph T. Lienhard, S.J, 
ed., Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture III: Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, Deuteronomy (Downers 
Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2001), 124. 
16 Gregory the Great, “Homily 25,” Forty Gospel Homilies, cited in Lienhard, Ancient Christian 
Commentary on Scripture III: Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, Deuteronomy, 124. 
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receive his image that they had lost by sinning. For “we know,” he says, “that when he 
appears we shall be like him [and] see him as he is.17 
In his comments on the broader pericope (1 Kgs 6:23-29), Bede has more to say 
regarding other aspects of the Cherubim. For instance, he offers the following rich 
theological interpretation of their wings:  
Wings when used as a figure of holy people signify their virtues whereby they delight in 
always flying to heavenly things and passing their lives in preoccupation with these 
things. But when wings are used to signify angels, what do they more aptly demonstrate 
than the grace of perpetual and unfailing happiness of those who persevere continually in 
heavenly things in the service of their Creator? Or at all events because they are endowed 
with the lightness of spiritual nature so that they can get to wherever they want, as it 
were, by flying, they are here both figuratively represented with wings and actually 
shown with wings. Now it has been well said: “One wing of the Cherub was five cubits,” 
since the angelic powers keep with untiring devotion the law of God which is written in 
five books, that is, by loving the Lord their God with all their strength and by loving their 
neighbors as themselves. “For love is the fulfilling of the law.” Now “their neighbors” 
includes both the angelic spirits themselves reciprocally and elect human beings who are 
equally their fellow citizens. So the reason each wing is said to be of the same 
dimensions is that with the same devotion as they love each other in God they also long 
for our company as we ascend to them, and so two wings together take up ten cubits 
when, in a twofold demonstration of love, the angels rejoice in the presence of their 
Maker.18 
The emphasis here, of course, is on the spiritual life and nature not only of the Cherubim 
but also potentially of humankind, with the two great commandments as the foundation. 
Bede continues to comment on the nature and importance of love, and, 
interestingly, he bases his comments upon the relationship between the two Cherubim 
and upon their shared identity:  
Two Cherubim were made in order to signify a sharing in the same love of which we 
speak, because love cannot exist between fewer than two. Moreover, the reason why the 
                                                
17 Bede, On the Temple, 1.13.1, cited in Marco Conti, ed., Ancient Christian Commentary on 
Scripture V: 1–2 Kings, 1–2 Chronicles, Ezra, Nehemiah, Esther (Downers Grove, InterVarsity Press, 
2008), 37–8. 
18 On the Temple, 1.13.2, cited in Conti, Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture V: 1–2 
Kings, 1–2 Chronicles, Ezra, Nehemiah, Esther, 38. 
  
185 
 
Savior took care to send the disciples in twos to preach was that he might tacitly teach 
that those who were to preach the word of faith must before all works possess the virtue 
of love. And the two Cherubim were of the same dimensions and shape because there is 
no difference of will or thought in the heavenly homeland where all are illumined by one 
and the same vision and glory of God present there.19 
He continues with a sort of summary statement of the themes previously 
mentioned, emphasizing especially the Cherubim’s willingness and ever-readiness to 
comply with the divine will: 
From what has been said already it is clear why the Cherubim, whose abode is always in 
heaven, were placed in the middle of the interior of the temple. The Cherubim, moreover, 
stretch out their wings as if to fly because angelic spirits always have their mind in 
readiness to comply with the divine will. But the fact that one Cherub’s wing was 
touching one wall and the second Cherub’s wing the other wall has to do with that 
ministry of love that the angels perform for us. The fact that the other wings in the middle 
of the temple touched each other expresses that grace of love with which they embrace 
each other.20 
Like Origen, Bede also comments on the symbolism of the Cherubim as overlaid 
with gold. And like Gregory the Great, he sees them to represent the two Testaments: 
The two Cherubim can also stand for the two Testaments. … They were made of olive 
wood because the divine books were composed by men … enlightened by the unction of 
the Holy Spirit. They were made of olive wood because they afford us the light of 
knowledge with the help of the flame of God’s love that is poured forth in our hearts by 
the Holy Spirit. They are ten cubits high because by the observance of the Decalogue of 
the law they preach that God is to be served since they show that those who serve God 
faithfully are to be rewarded with the denarius of an everlasting kingdom. They have twin 
sets of wings because they proclaim that the Testaments have always, both in adversity 
and prosperity, pursued heavenly things with tireless resolve and attained to them, 
because they point out to their listeners that they must do exactly the same. Five cubits is 
the length of one Cherub’s wing and five the length of the other’s since in all the 
fluctuations of transient things the saints lay all the senses of their eyes over on the Lord. 
… And the two Cherubim formed one work because the writers of both documents 
served God with one and the same purity of work and devotedness of love and proclaim 
God with one harmonious voice and belief …21 
                                                
19 On the Temple, 1.13.3, cited in Conti, Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture V: 1–2 
Kings, 1–2 Chronicles, Ezra, Nehemiah, Esther, 38. 
20 On the Temple, 1.13.4, cited in Conti, Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture V: 1–2 
Kings, 1–2 Chronicles, Ezra, Nehemiah, Esther, 38. 
21 On the Temple, 1.13.7–8, cited in Conti, Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture V: 1–2 
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Returning to Ephrem the Syrian, we have a note that the Cherubim on the walls of 
the Temple actually symbolize the saints praying and contemplating God in the Temple: 
Here it is indicated that there were four symbols of Cherubim, palm trees, narcissus and 
lilies, which we said represent the saints praying in the temple and contemplating divine 
things. And these same saints were foreshadowed with a similar sense by Moses, even 
though he used different symbols, when he distributed the tribes of his people in four 
groups to the four regions of the world, so that they might all live around the tabernacle. 
Indeed, the tabernacle represented the person of God, whom he wanted them to 
contemplate and to observe constantly.22 
Bede offers a somewhat different reading of the symbolism of the engravings on 
the Temple wall, here emphasizing the moral and spiritual life of the elect: 
Solomon makes Cherubim in the temple walls when the Lord grants to his elect to guide 
their lives according to the rule of the Holy Scriptures, which contain a great store of 
knowledge. He makes Cherubim when He teaches them to imitate in this world, 
according to their limited capacity, the chastity of the life of angels, and this is done 
particularly by vigils and the divine praises, by sincere love of the Creator and the 
neighbor …23 
Bede reiterates the same analogy in a comment on 6:32 (which concerns the doors 
covered with carvings), suggesting that the Cherubim, palm trees and carvings all 
exemplify “the works of virtue that the Church performs throughout the world…”24 Yet 
of the Cherubim, palm trees, and open flowers in 6:35, he points to the symbolism of 
Christian doctrine and faith. The same symbols, he says,  
were wrought on the walls of the house and on the inner doors, and the meaning of the 
figures is obviously that the first door of the temple actually received the same 
                                                                                                                                            
Kings, 1–2 Chronicles, Ezra, Nehemiah, Esther, 38–9. 
22 Ephrem the Syrian, On the First Book of Kings, 6.29, cited in Conti, Ancient Christian 
Commentary on Scripture V: 1–2 Kings, 1–2 Chronicles, Ezra, Nehemiah, Esther, 39. 
23 Bede, On the Temple, 1.14.2, cited in Conti, Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture V: 1–2 
Kings, 1–2 Chronicles, Ezra, Nehemiah, Esther, 39. 
24 On the Temple, 1.16.1, cited in Conti, Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture V: 1–2 
Kings, 1–2 Chronicles, Ezra, Nehemiah, Esther, 40–1. 
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representations and carvings and the same Cherubim as the inner parts. The reason for 
this is that the same mysteries of faith, hope and charity, which the sublime and the 
perfect each grasp in a sublime manner and that all the elect in heaven fully understand in 
the divine vision, are handed on also in the instruction of the unlettered for each one to 
learn and confess …25 
Finally, Bede also comments on 1 Kgs 7:29, which concerns the Cherubim in 
Solomon’s royal palace: “Cherubim are a type of sacred scripture, whether because the 
two Cherubim on the propitiatory of the ark were fashioned as a figure of the two 
Testaments that sing in harmony of Christ or because the name itself means ‘much 
knowledge’.”26 Here again we see the themes of knowledge and of the two Testaments. 
 
The other important cherubic chunk belongs in the Book of Ezekiel. Chapter 10 
begins with the description of Yahweh’s glory accompanied by the Cherubim. We may 
begin our survey of patristic interpretations again with Bede, who says of the sound of the 
Cherubim found there: “The prophet Ezekiel clearly declares that ‘Cherubim’ is the name 
of the angelic powers that he describes as having appeared to him with wings, according 
to the pattern in which they are ordered to be deployed here.”27 
The Armenian figure Eznik of Kolb (5th century) categorizes these Cherubim as 
messengers of God: “To Ezekiel he made appear a driver in human form, flame-shaped 
                                                
25 On the Temple, 1.16.8, cited in Conti, Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture V: 1–2 
Kings, 1–2 Chronicles, Ezra, Nehemiah, Esther, 41. 
26 On the Temple, 2.20.5, cited in Conti, Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture V: 1–2 
Kings, 1–2 Chronicles, Ezra, Nehemiah, Esther, 52. 
27 On the Tabernacle I.5.25.18–21, cited in Kenneth Stevenson and Michael Glerup, eds., Ancient 
Christian Commentary on Scripture XIII: Ezekiel, Daniel (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2008), 
39. 
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and fire-tongued in a chariot composed of various forms. And he showed to him 
Cherubim composed of various wild beasts, and a Cherub’s hand extended like a man’s 
from the midst of the Cherubim.”28 
The Glory of Yahweh going forth from the threshold of the house and standing 
over the Cherubim in 10:18 is interpreted by Jerome (ca. 347–410) as the foundation of 
the Church:  
I linger long in the land of the midday sun, for it was there and then that the spouse found 
her bridegroom at rest and Joseph drank wine with his brothers once more. I will return to 
Jerusalem and, passing through Tekoa the home of Amos, I will look on the glistening 
cross of Mount Olive from which the Savior made his ascension to the Father. Here year 
by year a red heifer was burned as an offering to the Lord, and its ashes were used to 
purify the children of Israel. Here also according to Ezekiel the Cherubim after leaving 
the temple founded the Church of the Lord.29 
The four creatures in 10:21 are identified by Pseudo-Macarius (4th century) as the 
Cherubim: 
Here God truly mounts and guides the soul. He always obtains the victory skillfully 
directing and leading with expertise the chariot of the soul to a heavenly mind forever. 
God does not wage war against wickedness, but since he possesses all power and 
authority of himself, he brings about the victory by himself. Therefore the Cherubim go 
not where they wish but where the rider in control directs them. Wherever God inclines 
them, there they go, and he supports them.30 
Verse 11:22, where the Cherubim lift up their wings, is interpreted by Eusebeius 
of Caesarea as a sign of the worship offered by all people,  
since believers in Christ all congregate from all parts of the world, not as of old time 
because of the glory of Jerusalem or that they may worship in the ancient temple at 
                                                
28 On God, 118, cited in Stevenson and Glerup, Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture XIII: 
Ezekiel, Daniel, 39. 
29 Letter, 108.12, cited in Stevenson and Glerup, Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture XIII: 
Ezekiel, Daniel, 39. 
30 Fifty Spiritual Homilies, 1.9, cited in Stevenson and Glerup, Ancient Christian Commentary on 
Scripture XIII: Ezekiel, Daniel, 40. 
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Jerusalem; but they rest there that they may learn both about the city being taken and 
devastated as the prophets foretold and that they may worship at the Mount of Olives 
opposite to the city, whither the glory of the Lord migrated when it left the former city.31 
In 28:14, in the lamentation, the guardianship of the Cherubim is viewed as the 
anointing of the king by the Syriac writer Aphrahat (ca. 270–345): 
For the king who was anointed with the holy oil was called a Cherub. And he was 
overshadowing all his people…. They were sitting in the shadow of the king, while he 
was standing at their head. And when the crown of their head fell, they were without 
shade. And if anyone should say that this word is spoken concerning Christ, let him 
accept what I write for him without dispute, and he will be persuaded that it was said with 
reference to the king.32 
 
4.  Comparative Seraphic Material 
As a chapter of this dissertation is dedicated to the comparative seraphic material 
in Isaiah 6, it would be useful to see the insights of patristic commentaries from the two 
major schools of interpretation on this passage. Some of the commentators actually dwell 
on the lack of identity between the Cherubim and the Seraphim. But let us begin with 
John Chrysostom, who views the stretching of the wings of the Seraphim as the 
accommodation of Yahweh to the people:  
Let us bring our discourse back to our earlier proposition and let us show that God, even 
by the accommodation of condescension, cannot be seen by the powers above. Tell me 
this. Why do the Seraphim stretch forth their wings? There is no other reason than the 
statement made by the apostle: “Who dwells in unapproachable light.” And these 
heavenly virtues, who are showing this by their very actions, are not the only ones. There 
are powers higher than the Seraphim, namely, the Cherubim. The Seraphim stood near; 
                                                
31 Proof of the Gospel, 6.18, cited in Stevenson and Glerup, Ancient Christian Commentary on 
Scripture XIII: Ezekiel, Daniel, 42. 
32 Demonstrations, 5.9, cited in Stevenson and Glerup, Ancient Christian Commentary on 
Scripture XIII: Ezekiel, Daniel, 97. 
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the Cherubim are the throne of God. They are not called this because God has need of a 
throne but so that you may learn how great is the dignity of these very powers.33 
The great Roman historian Eusebius of Caesarea (ca. 260–339) refers to the 
Seraphim as angelic guards: 
Some think there are two Seraphim, but I, based on the idea expounded by the sacred 
Scripture, which says, “The Seraphim stood round about Him,” think there are many, and 
they are bodyguards, as it were, like a crown from all sides, surrounding His throne with 
light and enlivened by Him.34 
Eusebeius’ theologoumenon regarding a great number of Seraphim is not attested 
by Origen, as we see in the latter’s Trinitarian interpretation of the exclamation, “Holy, 
Holy, Holy”: 
My Hebrew master used to say that the two Seraphim, which are described in Isaiah as 
having six wings each and as crying one to another and saying, “Holy, holy, holy is the 
Lord of hosts,” were to be understood to mean the only-begotten Son of God and the 
Holy Spirit.35 
A bit further on, Origen particularly contests the idea of their being several Seraphim 
present in Isaiah 6: 
My Hebrew teacher also used to teach as follows, that since the beginning or the end of 
all things could not be comprehended by any except our Lord Jesus Christ and the Holy 
Spirit, this was the reason why Isaiah spoke of there being in the vision that appeared to 
him two Seraphim only, who with two wings cover the face of God, with two cover his 
feet and with two fly, crying one to another and saying, “Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of 
hosts; the whole earth is full of your glory.” For because the two Seraphim alone have 
their wings over the face of God and over his feet, we may venture to declare that neither 
the armies of the holy angels, nor the holy thrones, nor the dominions, nor principalities 
nor powers can wholly know the beginnings of all things and the ends of the universe.36 
                                                
33 Against the Anomoeans, 3.24, cited in Steven A. McKinion, ed., Ancient Christian Commentary 
on Scripture X: Isaiah 1–39 (Downers Grove, InterVarsity Press, 2004), 49. 
34 Commentary on Isaiah, 6.2, cited in McKinion, Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture X: 
Isaiah 1–39, 49. 
35 On First Principles, 1.3, cited in McKinion, Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture X: 
Isaiah 1–39, 49. 
36 On First Principles, 4.3, cited in McKinion, Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture X: 
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Ambrose of Milan (ca. 34—397), for his part, also provides an interesting 
Trinitarian explanation of the “Holy, holy, holy” exclamation: 
Cherubim and Seraphim with unwearied voices praise him and say, “Holy, holy, holy is 
the Lord God of hosts.” They say it not once, lest you should believe that there is but one; 
not twice, lest you should exclude the Spirit; they say not holies, lest you should imagine 
that there is plurality, but they repeat three times and say the same word, that even in a 
hymn you may understand the distinction of persons in the Trinity and the oneness of the 
Godhead, and while they say this they proclaim God.37 
There is a homiletic, pedagogical element urging us to praise with the angels in 
Cyril of Jerusalem’s (ca. 313–386) interpretation of the thrice-holy hymn:  
We make mention also of the Seraphim, whom Isaiah in the Holy Spirit saw standing 
around the throne of God, and with two of their wings veiling their face, and with two 
their feet, while with two they flew, crying, “Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of hosts.” For 
the reason of our reciting this confession of God, delivered down to us from the 
Seraphim, is this, that so we may be partakers with the hosts of the world above in their 
hymn of praise.38 
Pseudo-Dionysius puts forward a contemplative, mystical, and at the same time 
etymological emphasis to the Seraphim, as these holy creatures look to Yahweh and cry 
out to one another: 
The scriptural declaration “they cried out to one another” means, I think, that they 
ungrudgingly impart to each other the conceptions resulting from their looking on God. 
And we should piously remember that in Hebrew the Scripture gives the designation of 
Seraphim to the holiest of beings in order to convey that these are fiery hot and bubbling 
over forever because of the divine life which does not cease to bestir them.39  
                                                                                                                                            
Isaiah 1–39, 49. 
37 On the Holy Spirit, 3.16.110, cited in McKinion, Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture X: 
Isaiah 1–39, 49. 
38 Catechetical Lectures, 23.6, cited in McKinion, Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture X: 
Isaiah 1–39, 49. 
39 Ecclesiastical Hierarchy, 4.39, cited in McKinion, Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture 
X: Isaiah 1–39, 50. 
  
192 
 
A very interesting, somewhat “psychological” insight into the seraphic character 
is given by Cyril of Alexandria (ca. 376–444) amidst another Trinitarian interpretation of 
the passage:  
The mouths of the Seraphim are filled with blessings. They offer a doxology in turn, not 
in my opinion because they are tired but because they show respect to one another, both 
receiving and giving the doxology. They say “holy” three times and then conclude with 
“Lord of hosts.” This demonstrates that the Holy Trinity exists in one divine essence. All 
hold and confess that the Father exists, along with the Son and the Spirit. Nothing divides 
those who are named nor separates them into different natures. Just the opposite is true. 
We recognize one Godhead in three persons.40 
Jerome exposes and refutes a quite unexpected hypothesis about the Trinitarian 
hypostases being represented by the two Seraphim. And again, as with the many others, 
his comments focus on the Trinity: 
Because they cry out one to another or, according to the Hebrew, this one to that one, that 
is, mutually, they are exhorting each other to the praise of the Lord. And they say “Holy, 
holy, holy, Lord of hosts,” that the mystery of the Trinity in one divine nature might be 
displayed. They also declare that no longer is it true only of the temple of the Jews, as 
before, but the whole earth is filled with the glory of him who deigned to assume a 
human body for our salvation and descend to earth. … It is impious, therefore, to 
understand the two Seraphim to be the Son and the Holy Spirit. Let us instead, according 
to John the evangelist and the apostle Paul, that the Son of God and the Holy Spirit are 
said to be seen reigning in majesty. … Everything that they cry reveals the mystery of the 
Trinity. They also express wonderment to each other that the Lord of the Sabbath who 
was in the form of God the Father accepted the form of a servant and humbled himself 
unto death, even death on a cross, that no longer only those in heaven would know him, 
as before, but also those on earth.41 
Finally, returning to Cyril of Alexandria, this Father offers an allegorical 
explanation par excellence that the Seraphim predict the Incarnation of Christ: 
In announcing that the whole earth is full of his glory, the Seraphim are predicting the 
mystery of the economy that will be brought to pass through Christ. Prior to the Word’s 
                                                
40 Commentary on Isaiah, 1.4, cited in McKinion, Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture X: 
Isaiah 1–39, 51. 
41 Commentary on Isaiah, 3.4.2–3, cited in McKinion, Ancient Christian Commentary on 
Scripture X: Isaiah 1–39, 51–2. 
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becoming flesh the world was ruled by the devil, the evil one, the serpent, the apostate. 
The creature, rather than the Creator, was worshiped. But when the only-begotten Word 
of God became human, the entire earth was filled with his glory.42 
 
5.  Theological Emphases in the Patristic Commentaries 
While the Fathers from diverse traditions, regions, and epochs employ different 
hermeneutic lenses to discover the veiled meaning of the scriptural text (such as 
typology, symbolism, allegory, historicism, and literal construction), there are certain 
common thematic accents made by nearly all of them in their exegesis. These almost 
ubiquitous stress marks are the Christological, ethical, and Trinitarian themes.  
Christo-centrism is observed throughout patristic commentaries on the OT 
prophecies and images. The Christology which emerges in the patristic commentaries 
also characterizes their thinking on moral life, and this even in a figure like John 
Chrysostom, where it is not morality per se but the biblical text that is the principal, or at 
least nominal, focus of most of his exegetical homilies and sermons. The distinction and 
unity of Christ’s divine and human natures is replicated in the balance of divine grace and 
personal commitment in the moral life. Thus, patristic morality and Christology function 
together in a seamless worldview. Finally, the patristic Trinitarian readings, seen strongly 
in the interpretations of the thrice-holy hymn, but not for that matter lacking elsewhere, 
as might be expected are often connected to the Christological ones.   
                                                
42 Commentary on Isaiah, 1.4, cited in McKinion, Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture X: 
Isaiah 1–39, 52. 
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A few aspects of this tripartite accentuated material specifically stand out upon 
closer view.  One of them is the almost unanimous patristic interpretation of the name 
“Cherubim” as the ones endowed with the gift knowledge, “full of knowledge.”  This 
kind of take on derivation – theological, rather than etymological—is characteristic of 
patristic writings and method, in general.  The next question to be explored in this regard 
is what they mean by “knowledge.”  Certainly, the “knowledge” mentioned by them is 
different from what we tend to mean these days.  Comments by Pseudo-Dionysius point 
to a more “noetic” or “theoretical” (from theoria in the etymological sense of the word) 
understanding of “knowledge” vs. our more cognitively over-determined sensibility 
today.  There is also a sense of the biblical understanding knowledge in patristic 
definitions of the Cherubim.  Biblical “knowledge” implies the greatest intimacy, not 
limited to but including the sexual relationships (e.g., in Genesis 4: Adam knew his wife).  
This knowledge is the intimate one, the proximity to Yahweh of the elect – the Cherubim.   
The other peculiar accentuation has to do with morality.  While the emphasis on 
ethical impulses is very much present in most of the interpretations – i.e. pursuit of 
heavenly things, turning against wickedness, tuning one’s mind to divine things, it should 
be noted that these virtues are greatly of ontological nature.  The highest good, or the 
acquisition of the highest good, is the process of human unification with the divine 
beginning or principle.  Thus, the virtues mentioned in the majority of patristic 
interpretations, are highly theological, or, rather, the morality they preach is ontological.   
An interesting contrast to this unanimity of opinions, whether it is with regards to 
etymology of the “Cherubim” or to the ethical accentuation of the interpretations, there is 
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an array of opinions about the symbolism of the flaming sword, although all of the 
interpretations seem to underline the flaming characteristic of the sword.  To Augustine, 
it signifies temporal punishments, burning as “every tribulation burns,” but this burning is 
unto purifying, not unto destruction.  (Was that ever taken as a theological foundation of 
purgatory – is an interesting but tangential question).  Origen emphasizes the burning 
quality of the sword as well, but he turns it against those who build on the foundation of 
denial of faith and goodness.  Finally, to Bede, the flaming characteristic is the sign of 
hope: the flame could be extinguished through baptism.   
The brief overview of patristic commentaries of the biblical passages shows the 
breadth of approaches and a latitude of symbolic interpretations for biblical images, yet, 
this diversity comes in a striking unity of Christological, Trinitarian, and moral accents in 
their writings, with decisive ontological parameter of human ethics, and with a consensus 
in regards to the meaning of the “Cherubim” yielding “knowledge” or “full of 
knowledge,” as a theological take on etymology of the Cherubim.  
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CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSION 
The study of the Cherubim in the Hebrew Bible has enabled us to examine them 
from various angles: textually (our primarily approach), etymologically, and in 
comparison with other extant Near-Eastern materials. The all-encompassing process of 
acquainting ourselves with the Cherubim has been enriched and informed by various 
dialogues with prominent scholars throughout the centuries, from seventeenth century 
exegetes like Campegius Vitringa, to early twentieth scholars such as É. Dhorme, to the 
twenty-first century books of James Barr and Walther Zimmerli.  
Chapter One focused on the detailed listing and contextual description of the 
biblical episodes involving the participation of the Cherubim, and also on the minute 
analysis of the outer image or cherubic visage. Special emphasis was given to the 
descriptions of the Cherubim of the Temple and Tabernacle as sites where the normative 
theology for public worship found its greatest expression. The examination of all these 
pericopes, including the visions of Ezekiel, has shown that the overall appearance of the 
Cherubim is anthropomorphic, despite their composite structure.  
Chapter Two discussed the nature of the Cherubim, focusing especially on 
whether the variations between different descriptions of the Cherubim reflect their 
essential changeability, or refer instead to the symbolism of given episodes while an 
essential canonical unity, as per the canonical critical lens, remains intact. Contingent on 
the theme of changeability, the chapter studied the symbolism of the Cherubim as well as 
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the symbolism of the attributes appearing in each particular pericope, such as the sword 
in Genesis 3.  
The task of capturing the cherubic characteristics in their diverse representation 
throughout the Hebrew Bible has required a holistic approach. Capturing all of the 
features common to all cherubic occurrences has precluded, it is hoped, the likelihood of 
a one-sided interpretation of the subject matter. To achieve this end, we have attempted to 
single out individual moments in all of the episodes, while distinguishing the general 
from the particular, so that, later on, the most salient and important features could be 
viewed as a unified, integral image. Some of the conclusions reached in Chapter 2 about 
the Cherubim’s essential characteristics, following the careful analysis of each prominent 
pericope, were that the Cherubim are both apotropaic and mark the boundaries between 
the sacred and the profane. An extensive historiographic overview revealed that the 
spectrum of cherubic symbolism ranged from numinous characteristics to mundane 
characteristics of created life.  
Chapter Three dealt with the origins of the Cherubim in two aspects: that of their 
affinity to potential Near-Eastern neighbors and in light of the etymological evidence. A 
thorough review of extant etymologies showed that despite resourceful attempts, no 
decisively relevant cognates exist which could clarify the Hebrew בוּרְכּ (kəәrūḇ), although 
the Akkadian etymology of a word meaning “to pray, to intercede” seems the closest 
candidate.  
Chapter Four was written to polemicize with an opinion popular among some 
scholars regarding the shared identity of the Cherubim and the Seraphim. This chapter 
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included a description of the biblical witness about Seraphim, including its outer image, 
essence and symbolic meaning. Some of the essential differences between the Cherubim 
and the Seraphim concern throne theology, which seems to be associated only with the 
Cherubim, and the ability of the Cherubim to appear outside a theophanic manifestation 
(e.g., Gen 3).  
The final chapter deals with the Cherubim in the history of interpretation. The 
particular period I am looking at is the early patristic period of the Early Church. It is 
fascinating to watch how patristic method—in general, without regard to a specific 
school, such as Alexandrian or the Antiochian—draws from the notion that Scripture is 
divinely inspired, a peculiar refraction of the canonical critical view on the fundamental 
unity of Scripture. While viewing the Scriptures through a proto-canonical lens, the 
fathers of the church employed the critical method. Patristic textual criticism is a fact, and 
can be compared to modern practice. Assessments of the extent to which church fathers 
engaged in textual criticism, and what insights could be gained from them today, are 
waiting to be explored.1 
The work of the earlier Christian scholars on the OT text presented a peculiar set 
of textual issues. During the first centuries of the church, the OT had a rather long and 
complicated history, and perhaps even a larger role in polemics than the NT, thus 
                                                
1 B. M. Metzger and B. D. Ehrman (The Text of the New Testament: Its Transmission, Corruption, 
and Restoration, (4th ed. [New York/Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005]) set out in a comprehensive 
discussion of patristic textual criticism, a chapter entitled “The Origins of Textual Criticism as a Scholarly 
Discipline” (pp. 197-204). Also P. D. Wegner (A Student’s Guide to Textual Criticism of the Bible: Its 
History, Methods & Results [Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2006]) includes short paragraphs on 
Irenaeus, Origen, and Jerome (pp. 208-9). 
  
199 
 
drawing greater attention by the textual scholars of the early Christian period. One of the 
primary concerns with the Christian OT was translation, as very few of the Greek and 
Latin fathers knew enough Hebrew to deal with the original language directly, and 
regardless of the Hebrew readings, the early church always gave preference to the LXX. 
“Hexaple” by Origen was the decisive and groundbreaking work on the OT among early 
Christians. All ensuing textual scholarship is in some way dependent on it or derives 
from it. In addition, Origen also set the tone as a textual analyst: the OT, and not the NT 
text was his priority. The same was true for all of the fathers engaged in textual criticism 
– they were the Septuagint textual critics. It is perhaps indicative that in J. G. Prior‟s 
overview of textual criticism by the fathers up through the middle ages, most of his 
examples refer to the OT.2 
 
Perhaps the original image of the Cherubim was exclusively symbolic, but it 
would gradually become more and more concretized by various authors. Otherwise, 
entire narratives would come down to allegories. It is clear, however, that biblical authors 
intended to pass on the history of humanity in living historical images. Despite the 
fundamentality of symbolism, biblical writers were insistent on conveying specific 
substantiality of the divine sphere. Cherubic image came through quite colorful, 
becoming more and more substantial, bringing the original, heavenly image to the 
                                                
2 The Historical Critical Method in Catholic Exegesis [Rome: Pontificia Università Gregoriana, 
2001], 64-70.   
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incarnation of this very sacral image. Dynamic shifts of the image underline its 
changeability. Thus, one of the main conclusions or results is the changeability of the 
cherubic image in the Bible.  
 In light of everything we have researched, reviewed and written concerning the 
changeability of the Cherubim—one of this study’s main stated questions—the following 
may be said: first of all, our research affirms Philo’s statement that “that which is created 
is intrinsically and essentially changeable.”3 Secondly, through this research process it 
has surfaced as essential that the different cherubic countenances and types of services 
they conduct in the different biblical pericopes testify altogether to some deep, 
subterranean currents that seem to originate from one and the same source. This common 
source and current is manifest across the compound appearances and dynamic 
characteristics of the Cherubim, as these are described in detail in both the historical 
books and Ezekiel. Altogether, the appearances testify to a certain aloofness on the part 
of the Cherubim to the human world and, thereby, to their special proximity to Yahweh. 
In the appearances they also serve as guides or guideposts, marking boundaries between 
the sacred and the profane, both in Eden and in the Temple. In a similar way, in Ezekiel’s 
visions they appear as a team situated between Yahweh and the prophet, including his 
human audience. Much the same is seen in the book of Psalms, where Yahweh is 
presented as riding on the Cherubim, who occupy a position between him and the world.  
                                                
3 Philo, On the Cherubim, in The Works of Philo: Complete and Unabridged, trans. C.D. Yonge 
(Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Publishers, 1993), I.6. 
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In other words, the dynamism and diversity of both their visage and their 
manifestations spring from a common source, a source which stands far from the human 
world yet at the same time nearby to it, one which marks the boundaries between divine 
and earthly realms. Moreover, an essential tie exists between the Cherubim’s dynamism 
and their frontier-post position. Borderline existence in fact implies variability, 
changeability. The frontier function of the Cherubim underlines their borderline 
character. The Cherubim, as much as they are biblically inherent and peculiar, have folk 
which are kin to various characters in Near-Eastern mythology, such as the 
anthropomorphic-zoomorphic creatures with a tutelary function, which combine diverse 
human and zoomorphic (bovine, leonine, ornithic and other) features. The Akkadian 
karibu, or intercessors, which are etymologically close to the biblical “Cherubim,” 
underline this borderline-marking function. Borderline creatures often act as mediators 
between the two worlds. Their fluidity and changeability is a consequence of their 
borderline essence, such as that of Hermes (Mercury). Trade and commerce is a typical 
mediatory activity, and, in Virgil, Hermes is also the guide of the underworld. Note that 
in folklore in general, the role of mediators and intercessors is often performed by 
tricksters—twofaced and changeable characters by definition. A well-attested literary fact 
is that borderline character and changeability are closely-knit characteristics, which is 
impressed in the consciousness of various nations and across diverse cultural spheres. 
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